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    Elena Monroe grew up in Florida scribbling down stories from a very young age. These stories were really just wavy lines filling the paper. But she knew each word, each emotion, each character’s name, and there was no tricking her into forgetting what each line signified. Just like her unconventional way of writing as a toddler, Elena is setting her own rules and just telling stories. 
 
    Much like her debut novel, The Best Years, life certainly imitated art. Transplanting from the South to the East Coast, Elena currently lives in Connecticut with her soon-to-be husband, reformed bad boy. 
 
    Tell stories, no rules. 
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    “In the end, we only regret the chances we didn’t take, the relationships we were afraid to have…  
 
    and the decisions we waited too long to make.” 
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    Florida – Senior Year  
 
    The hallways buzzed with this incessant energy. It was electric and better than any cup of coffee I’ve ever had. I tried my hardest to get off of work before 2am, but it was impossible when I was working with Alexis. She didn’t have school in four hours and was always shooting for overtime. It helped that she hated me, sometimes silently, others vividly through her expressive eyes.  
 
    I was drained, sleeping a total of five hours after decompressing with a few pages of a good book. I swore to myself I’d sleep when I was dead, or at least when I was’ on my college campus, completely job free and less busy using the hours to be productive. 
 
    You could always find Adrian outside, parked next to his Charger, holding sports equipment, like a basketball or football. The parking lot was his kingdom, and his car was his throne. He ran this school, even before we were seniors.  
 
    He had this personality that drew you in, and his smile was always so wide you wanted to know what was so funny. We were close, like brother and sister - maybe step siblings. I never let anyone too close or know too much. I learned that lesson early on, when it morphed into nothing but pain.  
 
    Everyone was simply an acquaintance.  
 
    Adrian pulled me to his side, asking where my best friend was. They often used me to bridge any of their gaps. I didn’t have a boyfriend, or time, so I guess it made me available.  
 
    “Late, always late.”  
 
    I was barely awake, but I somehow made it on time.  
 
    That was the thing about B and me, we were world’s different but somehow never stopped being friends. We were bound by “Good morning, sunshine!” and “I’m picking you up in half an hour!” texts.  
 
    Adrian’s cologne was mouthwatering, and his body felt hard against mine. He never truly made my heart stop and lungs deflate in a way that was difficult to suck in air. No, the person who did that was all kinds of bad for me, but it didn’t stop me from staring at him most mornings from across the parking lot: Hunter. He wore leather jackets in the blistering heat, smoked joints in place of socially acceptable cigarettes, and trouble didn’t follow him; he followed trouble, wherever it took him—which was normally to the principal’s office and most of the year in juvenile detention. That was the good part of Hunter; he wasn’t accessible or here enough for my attraction to ever grow into something more.  
 
    B never walked; she would strut, even at this time in the morning and while getting out of her car.  
 
    “Hey, bitch!” She shouted too loudly, but I knew that wasn’t why people were staring. They noticed her midriff out for show and the tight leggings outlining her perfect displayed ass.  
 
    Before I could respond, Adrian pulled her against him, clearly marking his territory for the ones gawking, even though they both refused to be committed. They were bound by hooking up and flirting—nothing more or less.  
 
     Watching them suck each other’s lips was never comfortable. I wasn’t jealous, but I drew the line when my imaginative mind would play out the rest of the scene. Too many romance novels.  
 
     This was when I always excused myself. “I’ll see you guys in class.” 
 
      
 
    I finished my coffee before I even made it passed the school doors, stopping to toss in my now empty Starbucks cup in the trash. With a loud sigh, I reached for the door, when every one of my senses went off—all vibrating with nerves I hadn’t processed yet.  
 
     “Got tired of watching them make out before class, huh, princess?” 
 
     Hunter took a liking to calling me “princess” since first grade, because I always said “please” and “thank you”. He never stopped, and nothing irritated me more than being called a derogatory word like “princess.”  
 
     “Stop calling me princess.” 
 
     He was slow to respond, while sucking in the effects of the stub left of the joint he pushed up to his lips. I took the opportunity to go inside and leave trouble behind. Nothing was ever as easy as letting a door close behind you; trouble couldn’t be contained. His long legs helped him cut down the distance between us. “Why? I like calling you princess.” 
 
     There was a time I was convinced Hunter was created for me to be tortured by. He was relentless. He lurked around corners, as the hunter always hunting me. 
 
     “Because I’m not some weak princess people need to save!”  
 
     It was first thing in the morning, and I lost my temper. Every ounce of my coffee crutch was gone, and my eyes still felt heavy, while Hunter attempted to insult me. I was mad at myself for letting it work, instead of rolling my eyes and walking away like I typically did.  
 
    It was his turn to take advantage. He walked towards me, and he knew I’d only step back, so far back I felt my back hit the ice cold metal of the lockers. He was so close to me I could smell the reefer and coffee mixed into this scent that I needed as an essential oil, it instantly calmed me.  
 
     He spoke in a low voice, leaning into me, level with me so his words were fed into my open mouth. “That’s how weak you are, Layla. You don’t even know you need saving.” 
 
    I’d heard it before, his insult wasn’t some great new idea he was bringing to light. The meek were always deemed weak. The polite, caring, quiet ones were always underestimated.  
 
    “And you’re such an authority on self-awareness? What do I need saving from?” 
 
     He looked around, checking the hallways, which were still dead, before he dropped some kind of truth bomb meant to keep me in my place. “Yourself. You’re too scared to even be yourself.” 
 
     I couldn’t force my eyes off of him, I was analyzing his face for lies or cracks in his truth, but everything about his expression seemed placid. It stung all over, and I instantly felt insecure. The warning bell rang, alerting everyone, the whole student body that was left in the parking lot, that class was about to begin. My whole body trembled, and not just from the sudden loud noise.  
 
     As students poured in, Hunter escaped, camouflaged into a sea of students as the words fell off my lips on deaf ears. “Don’t mistake my patience or kindness for weakness, Hunter.” 
 
    Why was he watching me this closely? To draw absolutely earth-shattering truths? 
 
      
 
    It stayed with me all day, his vile words, especially “weak”. I wasn’t weak. When you survived on your own without any help, there was just a certain kind of quiet that washes over your personality. It dulls you down so you can hear responsibility, common sense, maturity, and wisdom; otherwise, you wouldn’t survive on your own. 
 
     I was plenty angry I couldn’t just simply be my age without consequences and become so unpredictable I worried adults around me. I saved it all for my journal pages, angrily scribbling my thoughts and feelings until they evaporated along with the tears. Letting myself be angry on the outside wasn’t going to do anything for me. It was a distraction, and one I didn’t need. 
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    Some people had a gift for being at the wrong place at exactly the wrong time. 
 
    Some people had a subconscious that spat on privacy and desired the feeling of failure, to give them comfort in knowing who they really are—a walking, breathing mess. 
 
    When we went upstairs I had every intention of giving her what she wanted, pleasure, but as soon as we were alone, I realized it was impossible to get into that head space.  
 
    She swayed ever so slightly, like a child waiting for some big reveal, as I leaned back onto my elbows watching her. My eyes stalked her every movement. I stayed quiet outside of my body. The argument with myself in my mind was far more important. If I completed the argument against myself successfully, I could actually start a conversation with Layla about our pending break. Staying quiet was easier than explaining the argument out loud. 
 
    She took my silence wrong. She set her drink down before her hands pressed against my own thighs, as she leaned down pressing her lips against mine. I wanted to kiss her back more, but I couldn’t let myself feel any distractions right now. Every time I looked in her eyes, I only saw an apocalyptic end starting with a two month break. When people left, they never come back. I knew that better than anyone. She pulled away from me, lowering down between my legs, and I let my head fall back creating a sharp tension between my shoulder blades. I felt her hands tug on my belt, and she gently pulled my zipper down. There was no stopping her without having to ‘fess up to the argument in my head. My pants gaped open, enough for the smallest move to the waistband on my underwear to expose me completely. 
 
    It was a different feeling entirely when you’re exposed flaccid rather than hard. I would normally have felt a little insecure, but I was actively not letting myself feel anything still. 
 
    I wanted to; I really did. I built up her tolerance all day, knowing at this party I was going to relive all the times we had sex in this bed. It was going to be a farewell memory to hold us over for two months. 
 
    I was thankful she wasn’t confident or experienced enough to be offended by my lack of arousal, which was now level with her mouth. She tried anyways. I didn’t have the motivation to stop her. I convinced myself her warm, wet mouth would inspire my dick to grow. 
 
    If there was a knock on the door, I didn’t hear it. The door opened, and I felt obligated to reach for a pillow, throwing it in the direction of the door, without knowing the who or why. I felt obligated to act angry, shouting at him for interrupting or to get out.  
 
    I was thankful he interrupted us.  
 
    Caden put the small bag on display, notifying me of her presence. I knew who he actually meant, even when he didn’t say her name out loud. 
 
    I had never been more motivated to become decent, as I made my way to his show and tell. 
 
    I touched the bag, and it was like Pandora’s box—a mental block lifting and letting loose all the drug-infused memories. The smooth plastic against my fingers. The powder wasn’t actually white. That was a misconception, it was tainted by the diluted toxins added to cut down the purity. It was tinted a bisque color in reality. Even the familiar crisp pop of a Ziplock breaking apart filled my ears without the bag even being opened. 
 
    Suddenly, the mental argument in my head went mute. I even forgot Layla, who was embarrassed, before I strutted over to Caden to see the evidence up close. I almost forgot to tell her I would be back. Caden’s confused and concerned eyes made me stop to remember, before I left her safely in my room. 
 
    I found Jade before anyone else. I knew her better than anyone. I knew exactly where to look. 
 
    A clear memory breezed through my head of Jade explaining the best spot at parties was in the hallway, strategically near the bathroom. I could picture her red swollen lips telling me her secrets. “There’s some kind of comfort or anticipation for more when people wait in lines. It’s the perfect place to sell.”  
 
    I made a pit stop for a cup of alcohol before I lifted each heavy foot up for each step down the hallway. Maybe I had a strong argument for whiskey dick earlier. I felt all too heavy and all too light at the same time. Maybe it was the realization I would be met with Jade, casually leaning against the wall, offering big highs for a small price.  
 
    I kept my eyes low, trying to block some of my senses, but it was no use. I heard her small laugh, and the teal ends of her hair were glowing in what little light existed. I didn’t shout her name or pick up my pace. I was quiet and calculated when I appeared behind the guy who was trying to make her laugh.  
 
    The depth of her eyes threatened to swallow me whole. “Wanna get high?”  
 
    The guy in front of her seemed disappointed he didn’t have her attention anymore. Her back arched away from the wall, making me notice her skirt was too short, teasing even. I made my way closer, making sure to trap her before she could run off. This moment felt familiar, like I had lived through it already.  
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    She kept her back arched, and my hand instinctively held her hip. Now it felt even more familiar. I drank the rest of the contents in my Solo cup, before I placed it on the skinny hallway table next to us. I craved to be distraction free—no cups, no noise, and no people clamoring to buy what she was selling. 
 
    She bit her lip before answering, and I could tell she was high. It was the only time she ever seemed less rigid. Something about getting high softened her up.  
 
    She finally answered me, after she completed all her teasing behaviors. “It’s a party, Ollie. Everyone’s invited.” She tugged my shirt, pulling me into her and closing the gap I left on purpose. She whispered against my ear, “Where’s your PG girlfriend?” 
 
    I shrugged letting my hands drop from the wall behind her. My body relaxed, even though I felt her hips pressed against mine. I cursed myself for reacting now, at a time I didn’t approve of. Jade wasn’t leaving; even when she did, she always came back. Layla was leaving, and I didn’t feel the same comfort. 
 
    I felt her lips rub against my ear when she whispered, “Meet me in your room in 15 minutes.” 
 
    She started to pull away, but my hand, just above her ass, kept her close, as I whispered back: “Bring something fun.” 
 
    There was no concern in her eyes after hearing my request. She looked inspired. 
 
    I weaved between hallways, casually trying to mimic defeat. I needed it to look like I failed in finding her. I spotted Hayley standing with Caden, both equally defeated for the same reason.  
 
    I took the opportunity to not even give them a reason to ask if I saw Jade anywhere. “How did you and Palmer do it? Being apart so long,” I asked Hayley. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy. We FaceTimed, texted like crazy, and just had to trust each other,” she answered. 
 
    I didn’t want to resort to some virtual relationship or navigate a long distance relationship. I really just didn’t want to miss her. Only the smallest part of me felt like she’d realize she was too good for me and that I wasn’t worth coming back for. Layla leaving brought up every buried feeling in me—all the unanswered questions about why the one person on this earth, who was built to love me, didn’t. Instead she carried me for nine months, went through labor, and gave me away to strangers. Apart from my birth mother, all I had as examples of “love” was Elizabeth… and Jade—more unstable women I used to replace my birth mom’s unstable love. 
 
    “I can’t do it. She’s leaving.” 
 
    Hayley wasn’t aware of the situation. I was surprised that no one told her yet. In our group, secrets didn’t exist. The weight of consuming so much alcohol when practically being sober for a year was hitting me hard. I could hear myself sound emotional as the words came out. “Layla is leaving Monday, and she won’t be back until after the new year.” 
 
    My hand grabbed for the cup in Caden’s hand pouring more liquor on top of the emotions seeping back between my words. I felt both pair of eyes analyzing my every move, every word, even my face for any odd expressions. 
 
    “You guys don’t get it. I’ve… I’ve never felt like this. I haven’t dealt with this kind… this… sober. You guys can laugh and tell me I love every girl, but it’s not true.” 
 
    Caden’s hands were hovering, like he was predicting I would fall, but I wasn’t even swaying. Was I? I held his shoulder just as a precaution. I was overly chatty. “I can’t even fuck her without being depressed. Thank god you interrupted before she realized I wasn’t getting stiff.” I never spoke this much and now suddenly I was overcompensating. 
 
    Caden handed Hayley the cup I stole from him, letting me politely know I was cut off. I didn’t blame him for making his voice significantly less judgmental and soft. I had a bad history with accusations. I clearly remember one time Palmer told me I was “over served” and “lashing out” at a party. I ended up throwing some paper weight on the mantle across the room before laughing hysterically at the damage I had done. Half the party left and the other half was too intoxicated to notice that wasn’t “normal” behavior. 
 
    My mind skipped over everything, until Caden pushed me onto my bed. I guess none of that mattered. I was exactly where I needed to be. 
 
    Once it was safe, no noises outside my door or shadows creeping in from under the door, I sat up and leaned against my headboard waiting. I wasn’t waiting for her but for what she’d bring me to keep the emotions down and numbing at a high. 
 
    Jade didn’t take long to tiptoe in, closing the door quietly by holding the door handle too long and not letting go until the door was sealed. She could sneak all she wanted, but I wasn’t apologizing for anything. 
 
    She didn’t sit on my bed. She pulled over the chair at my desk to the edge of the bed. My bed was familiar; it was where I came inside her, resulting in the child she aborted—another abandoned child before it could feel love. I guess the chair made sense after all, at least if we were avoiding having sex.  
 
    She leaned forward holding a small bag identical to the one Caden showed me earlier. “You sure you wanna do this? All that pointless counting amounting to even more pointless chips of sobriety.” 
 
    I wanted to ask why she left, where she went, and if she was even sober still, but I didn’t let myself. It was apparent none of those answers mattered now. I wasn’t some recovering addict on some high horse anymore. I was an addict, struggling to not take the easy way out of feeling the hard stuff. 
 
    “I’m sure,” sounded dry, as it rolled off my lips.  
 
    I watched her walk over to my desk lazily grabbing a book, Jane Eyre, and placing it on the bed between us. The pop of the bag’s safety seal unlocking echoed against the quiet. I watched the discolored powder as it spilled onto the classic novel. Just like Layla and I, separate realities trying to live together between the same pages. 
 
    She looked at me as she prepared the lines. “What happened to your sober act? Girlfriend problems? Not rated R enough? I could fix that. . .” 
 
    I thought I’d feel anger and snap to defending Layla, but I still didn’t feel anything.  
 
    “You’re not gonna stop asking. I know you…” I didn’t bother sitting up yet. I was still wrestling with taking this next step. “Layla is leaving for two months. So I basically jumped the gun for no reason. I shouldn’t have indulged her.” 
 
    She leaned down, taking the first sniff and looking up at the ceiling, like it would fall right back out of her nose if she didn’t. “So you wanna get high… because it’ll be long distance for two months? That’s new and desperate for you.” 
 
    I stopped lowering my head down towards the book, “Jade, just shut up.” I was close enough to smell the acetone, wafting me in the face. It wasn’t a smell you’d ever forget.  
 
    We kept eye contact, as my nose pushed against the powder, swiping the entire line up. I wanted her to watch how sure I was. I wanted her to see my mind numbing demeanor turn into heart numbing with one sniff.  
 
    She bent down again towards the book, and I leaned back, letting the rush soon wash over me.  
 
    “I’m not against this. You know I like high Ollie better, but I’m against it being about her. She’s just some girl.” 
 
    Her words echoed as I fell down a rabbit hole, feeling further away each minute.  
 
    I wish she was just some girl I decided to repeatedly fuck a few times.  
 
    I wish her smile and big eyes didn’t feel like a better high than this fabricated one.  
 
    I wish she wasn’t making me live without her for two months after getting closer to her than anyone else.  
 
    I wished a lot of things in this moment, but pushing a numbing agent up my nose wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Jade crawled her way up me, attempting to seduce me by kissing my defenseless spots—my throat and neck. I felt her hot breath when a small noise escaped her lips. She whispered against my skin between kisses, “I can… make you… forget her.” 
 
    Right now, that’s what I wanted. 
 
    I didn’t even realize Caden was standing a foot into my bedroom until I heard him yelling. His yelling seemed far away, like I was trying to hear through thick glass, muffled. 
 
    “What the fuck… are you doing?!”  
 
    I laughed, watching his anger take over every part of him from his words to his body’s slightest movement. He dripped in anger instead of disappointment. I could spot disappointment within seconds; it looked like Richard’s permanent expression for me.  
 
    All I could manage was laughing, even as he closed the door behind him, locking it. Jade rolled over, lying beside me, instead of settling for straddling my legs. The sound of the lock twisting stopped my laughter quickly. I watched him grab the book, like he hoped it offended me. I heard the toilet flush, and I knew he flushed away the fun. Little did he know, Jade was never dry and always had backups.  
 
    “Are you fucking stupid?! You’ve been sober a year! A whole year!” 
 
    I went from doing nothing but laughing to a fire feeding my anger. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed in case I needed to swiftly get up if this ended in blows.  
 
    “And? Your point? I’ve already gotten drunk a few times now. Wonder how that happened…” I heard myself blame him. I knew it wasn’t fair, but it would work. 
 
    He looked at me so betrayed. “This is my fault? Because I gave you a shot of jungle juice?! Are you fucking serious, Ollie? What if it wasn’t me who walked in, but Layla?! Then what?!” 
 
    I stood up, rapidly closing any space between us. Our faces were so close I was convinced our words would crash into each other violently. The thought of Layla walking in didn’t cross my mind, and it broke something inside me just imagining it.  
 
    “Don’t…” was all I said. He knew my limited response always meant anger.  
 
    He was being brave by continuing to piss me off. “Oh, you didn’t think that far, huh? Do you think Layla would forgive you after seeing cocaine on a goddamn book and Jade on top of you?” 
 
    The high was taking over my reactions forcing my hands to grasp his shirt and push him against the wall harder than I’d ever mean. “Don’t talk about her. Ever. Don’t say her fucking name.”  
 
    He knew it was a weak comeback, completely overshadowed by my actions instead. He started laughing, “What are you gonna do, Ollie? Hit your best friend? Do you think she’d forgive you for that too?” 
 
    My fists were so tight I thought they’d stay permanently clenched long past this moment. I let go of this shirt, breathing through the desire to hit his smug face that was talking about Layla like he knew her. I pushed him, but as soon as his body pushed off the wall, I was getting in his face again. “You don’t fucking know her. You don’t know anything about her or how she’d react. You know trivial shit anyone could guess. I know her.” 
 
    He looked past me, yelling at Jade, “Get the fuck out of my house.” She touched my arm when she walked by, but I didn’t take my focus off my best friend throwing Layla in my face. He grabbed her arm roughly stopping her from opening the door, “Stay the fuck off campus and away from Ollie, you selfish bitch.”  
 
    As soon as she was through the door he slammed it closed resuming back to me. He looked at me more calm, “Is this what you’re gonna do the whole time she’s gone? Get high? What happens when she comes back? Gonna hide it, like you did from Elizabeth, and fuck Jade secretly again?”  
 
    I sat down on the edge of my bed, realizing I didn’t think that far ahead. I was too high to think ahead of anything, except smiling at this feeling. I probably would have reverted back to old habits.  
 
    I rushed my own words, “I’ll figure it out. What the fuck do you care.” 
 
    He continued to block the exit in case I had any intention of leaving my room. “Because I’m the one who found you almost dead last time. Because you refuse to admit to yourself you’re falling for her in a very real fucking way, and you’re letting that denial destroy you.” 
 
    He was wrong. I did admit it to myself, and that’s how I got to the desire to numb everything. That’s why I finally gave in, and it was being ripped away by holiday break in our college schedules. 
 
    There was a small knock at the door, and Caden opened it only enough to reveal himself. “Is Oliver in there? I can’t find him.” I heard Layla’s voice and took big steps, pulling the door open despite his grip.  
 
    Caden started speaking before she saw me, “Layla, hey, we need to talk. You wanna go outside?”  
 
    The door opened enough for me to push into her eyesight taking her hands. I didn’t even have to think of an excuse for my absence. I was a pro. “I’m sorry babe. I slept off some alcohol. Too much, too quick.”  
 
    Caden didn’t leave. “Layla. Seriously. It’s important.” 
 
    He was annoying me and stealing her focus every time he spoke, as I dragged her to my bed. I kissed her like he wasn’t there at all. My lips were motivated, pressing hard against hers. I could taste the fruit flavored alcohol. I grabbed her hips, making sure our bodies were touching. Her mouth parted, letting my tongue push inside deepening our kissing.  
 
    I felt my dick stiffening against my pants just from her tongue tangling with mine. All I needed was to drown out the feelings, and I was back in action.  
 
    I pulled away, only enough to take my shirt off. I watched her bite her lip as her eyes tracked down my chest.  
 
    He still didn’t leave, “Layla.” I almost thought he was determined to stay and watch, if he couldn’t rat on me before I got my way. 
 
    I sat down on my bed pulling her with me, guiding her to straddle my lap. She relaxed on top of me, and I could feel the warmth between her legs press against my zipper. Every kiss, every movement created friction against my hard dick. She was already breathing heavily, when she pulled away to whisper, “Did he close the door?”  
 
    I peered around her to see Caden still leaning against the wall glaring at me. I looked around her better, making eye contact, “Are you going to fucking watch me make her come, bro?”  
 
    I felt her kiss my neck, just how I liked, and I realized my shy Layla would never keep going knowing he was still there. This wasn’t my shy Layla, but my intoxicated, brave new girl.  
 
    Caden only spoke to Layla: “Find me when you’re done.” 
 
    I realized when I pushed her down against my mattress and settled between her legs that we were both different people—both altered in this moment. 
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     She was more comfortable each time she ended up below me with my hands grabbing at her curves. This time her comfort didn’t stem from gaining experience, but from the amount of liquid courage she consumed.  
 
    I had enough kissing, as I pulled away, leaning over her to reach the nightstand that housed the black box of condoms. I leaned back down over her. Between her legs, I adjusted myself, watching her squirm, as I ripped open the fragile packaging. I certainly had no issue reacting to her this time. I pushed the latex down on my length letting out quick, panting breaths from touching myself, even like this. 
 
    It made you numb emotionally, but physically, every touch felt so affecting. I was a raw nerve. 
 
    My head was still spinning; my body felt hotter than when I had my clothes on; and her legs rubbing against my sides was giving my whole body a sensation similar to being inside of her when I hadn’t yet done that.  
 
    I adjusted myself, letting my body lean deeper over hers, while resting on my forearms. Her knees rubbed against my ribs, and I groaned again. I cursed myself for letting that one escape, realizing she was going to notice I was ultra-sensitive compared to any other time. This was a different me, and I wasn’t playing it down expertly, like I usually did. 
 
    I could of came just listening to her whimper for me. I watched her bite her bottom lip harder than normal. She was holding back more whimpers and moans. Her hips squirmed against mine even though we were as close as we could be without me being inside her wetness.  
 
    She felt tighter, wetter, warmer even than ever before, as I slowly pushed myself between her legs. I could feel myself pushing her open as her hands clutched onto me harder. Confused as to why, I looked down at her, and it all became clear to me why this time was different.  
 
    Her arms slid around my neck, and her eyes looked so hopeful. She was moaning under me as my hips kept pushing against hers, not losing the pace, even though I was so distracted. She hugged my hard dick perfectly, making pulling out feel equally as good as pushing myself deeper. 
 
    I baited her into telling me and confirming my suspicions. My voice was out of breath, and my face contorted, like I was going to come at any moment. “Fuck. You’re wetter than normal.” 
 
    She immediately blushed, “Oliver. Ollie. I…” she paused to bite away another moan.  
 
    She never called me Ollie. This couldn’t be good. I tensed up above her, no longer relaxing the way I wanted to be.  
 
    She finally continued, “I… I think… I might be in…” I quickly pushed my lips against hers, not letting her admit it. I kissed her with so much passion that it probably didn’t help kill the fact that she was in love with me.  
 
    Her admitting that wasn’t going to help either us. She was still leaving for two months, being in love with each other didn’t change that.  
 
    My lips dragged against her neck every time I thrusted into her. For safety measures, I cupped my hand over her lips to keep her from confessing anything. I felt her back arch, easily turned on by me keeping her quiet. 
 
    I wasn’t going to last long, and neither would she when we were both already significantly more turned on than normal before our bodies connected. Her lips were pressed against my shoulder, as I picked up the pace, sliding effortlessly in and out of her. 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t moving against her anymore, but I was stuck in an older memory. I could feel the sensation of cold air hitting against my overheated legs and back. She was moaning more rapidly against me, and her legs were wrapped around my waist tightly. I didn’t prompt myself to talk, and I couldn’t tell if it was the memory, or I was actually talking out loud. I whispered in a husky tone, “You’ve gotta let go of my shirt baby. I’m too close.” 
 
    I heard her respond, “What…?” in a confused voice, soaked in moans. I didn’t bother clarifying; the high was talking. 
 
    I pushed myself higher above her, letting my one hand behind her hold me up. My other hand snaked around her holding her hips still against me, as I pushed myself as deep as I could go. She arched her back in a way I hadn’t witnessed before, sending me over the edge.  
 
    I couldn’t stop breathing heavily, even after I released her hips back down against the mattress. I was glad her orgasm sent her into silence instead of repeating what she originally wanted to tell me. I rolled off of her, laying down against the pillows next to her. The pillows were cold, despite the heat we just threw off, and she cuddled up to me, kissing my arm in appreciation of the orgasm I gave her. 
 
    I was too awake, too wired, too hot to lay in bed for the rest of the night. “Back to the party? I’m too awake.”  
 
    I made it sound simple, as she grabbed her panties and went to the bathroom to freshen up. It was far from simple. It wasn’t easy to make this high sound simple to someone who shouldn’t know.  
 
    I kept my arm around her shoulders, and I saw the time on my phone screen. I knew exactly where everyone would be without looking: the study for high/low.  
 
    Freshman year, we realized no one used the study at the Frat, so we made a pact that at every party we would meet at 1 AM in that very spot. I guess it was supposed to keep us connected, but we never drifted apart in the first place.  
 
    It wasn’t always Caden’s traditional high/low. Typically the girls commandeered the chatter with gossip. It was odd to push the door open and see everyone sitting in silence like someone died. It made me swallow hard in preparation for what was coming. 
 
    The questions. 
 
    The judgement. 
 
    The guilt. 
 
    We sat down on the couch, as I glared at Caden in a way that was clearly conveying not to piss me off.  
 
    Palmer was the only person who would go against Caden and give me some kind of subtle hint, so I knew what I was in for. She didn’t seem to have a clue what I was hinting at. 
 
    I had forgotten all about the paranoia that comes with feeling this good. I sat back, relaxing, as I convinced myself a quiet room could just be a quiet room… but then, Caden barked in my direction: “A word. Outside. Now.” 
 
    Everyone knew he meant me. Only I ever got the sharp side of his tongue. Everyone else he protected with so much effort, even from himself.  
 
    I sat up again, testing him, “What, Caden? Just say whatever you need to say.”  
 
    He looked around the room at everyone, stopping at me, with his eyes wide, threatening to say something I wouldn’t want anyone else to hear.  
 
    I kissed Layla’s cheek before I followed him upstairs, away from the people, the music, and the party still in full swing. Caden stopped at the bottom of the stairs leaning into a pledge guarding the upstairs from drunk party goers. Sternly telling him, “Start getting people out of here. I have shit to handle.”  
 
    Great, he wanted a practically empty house for whatever blow up this was turning into. 
 
    I daunted up the steps, thankful I was numb to feeling emotionally for now. It made crushing his hopes in this conversation easier—guilt-free. 
 
    He walked past my room, and I didn’t bother questioning him on his desired location. My room held all the bad memories. It would probably act as a curse after I graduated. I could just see it playing out in my head: everyone avoiding being assigned to my room. 
 
    He waited at his bedroom door, closing it behind me, as I slumped down into an armchair next to the window. He sat across from me on his bed, just staring at me without saying a word.  
 
    Irritated, I finally asked, “What? What’s the secret meeting about?”  
 
    He leaned down on his elbows staring at me harder than before. “Do you wanna go back to rehab while she’s gone? She doesn’t have to know.”  
 
    I couldn’t help laughing. It was one of the only reaction I had.  
 
    He had a valid point. When I woke up tomorrow, I would most likely hate myself, and that guilt could quickly snowball into the same mistake twice. But I refused to agree, “That’s premature, isn’t it? One slip isn’t a full-blown addiction.”  
 
    “I know you, Ollie. Nothing is ever a slip up with you. Everything is on purpose. And I know that most addicts relapse at least once before becoming sober for good.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He clearly didn’t let any of the ridiculous facts he undoubtedly learned last year leave his mind. Apparently, I could laugh and feel annoyed, but that was it. My head leaned back, and I analyzed the ceiling instead of his words. “It’s one slip up, Caden. God damn. I’m not going to rehab for one fucking mistake.” 
 
    Caden wanted to fight me on rehab. I saw it in his eyes and his forced hands, staying flat, in an effort to keep them from forming fists. He didn’t fight me. His eyes looked scared, and his words tiptoed around setting me off. 
 
    “Are you telling Layla?” 
 
    He was trying to gauge if I regretted it. But his question wasn’t determined yet. If Layla found out, the answer would be yes, I regretted breaking my sobriety and getting high. If she didn’t find out, then no, I didn’t regret going numb, just like everyone else was. The only difference was that I was using drugs, instead of getting blackout wasted. 
 
    “No, she doesn’t need to know. And you aren’t telling her. Just because I’m high doesn’t mean I forgot about you practically waiting for her to be off my dick to tattle.” 
 
    He was out of shape when it came to dealing with the old version of me that I had put in the past… until tonight. He wasn’t used to combating my destructive side anymore.  
 
    I watched him get up, grabbing the baseball bat by the door. His face was tense with so much anger I debated asking if it hurt.  
 
    He was dramatic, but I still tensed up, not sure where he was going with this. My chest and abs tensed so hard I felt stiff. I wasn’t able to predict his next move like normal. I felt my lungs stop taking deep breaths. 
 
    He lifted the bat taking a swift swing at the empties on his desk. “You’re not scary, Ollie. You’re just high as fuck.” He took another swing destroying his trophies for his athletic days that were only on display to boost his own ego. “I’m not scared of you hurting my fucking feelings. I’m scared I’m gonna walk by your room, and I won’t fucking be in time, the next time around.”   
 
    I tried to ignore that last part. It was bullying how numb I felt, trying to force my not feeling away so that I could hurt. 
 
    Every time the bat collided against the objects, I tensed just that much more in the armchair. This kind of high wasn’t meant to be faced with intense feelings. No high was really. Cocaine still left you aware compared to other drugs. It just made you focus on the good feelings and numbed the rest. 
 
    He handed me the bat that my fingers lazily held. It balanced itself under my lightest touch, as I waited for him to say something.  
 
    “Go ahead. Do some damage. I know your MO: You get upset and break things—stuff, people, yourself. There’s nothing in this room I care about.”  
 
    I watched him scan the room, confirming there was nothing left of value.  
 
    “I might be high, but I don’t need to trash your room. That isn’t going to force some great epiphany.” I stood up, leaving the bat to hold itself up against the chair, “I’m guessing you told everyone, and that’s why it was so quiet?” 
 
    Caden shook his head no, and I was pleasantly surprised by his candor. I knew he wanted to, but betrayal was something he didn’t mess with. 
 
    He tugged my arm as I walked away. “Just this one night, Ollie. Or I take drastic measures.” 
 
    There was only one person who scared me, and it wasn’t him. It wasn’t even my dad. It was Layla, with her almost confession when she was under me earlier and the unknowingness of her coming back. I wanted to confess the same thing, but all week I mentally fought myself. Me, confessing how much I was falling for her wasn’t going to make it easier when she left. Only harder…  
 
    I nudged out of his grip, anticipating what I knew I had to say in order for him to back down. “Drastic measures? One little line isn’t going to kill me, Caden. One line is nothing but the same as you taking a fucking pain killer. It’s nothing when you averaged 20 lines a day.” I paused, because something inside me tugged and pleaded with me not to let my words go any further. I had every intention of breaking his hope in me.  
 
    I swung open his door, letting it hit the adjacent wall. I needed to find Layla. Tonight was easily becoming about something else entirely, when I only had so much time with her left.  
 
    She was playing pong with Palmer. She was officially even more drunk by the time I found her. I wondered if she got this much drunker because she wasn’t able to confess. The wonder didn’t amount to guilt, just a fleeting thought.  
 
    I was thankful; maybe she wouldn’t notice my paranoia or how I cut her confession off.  
 
    I watched her laugh, filling the now quiet house, as she made some lucky shots without trying. There was no way she was focusing and this drunk at the same time. I loved her laugh. Saying that in my head felt like the truth, but I couldn’t feel the warmth of comfort overwhelm me. I was still only working with anger and laughter. 
 
    She turned to me, excited, like she just realized she wanted to tell me something. “Can you drive me to the airport on Monday? I was gonna take a Lyft with B, but now Caden is taking her.”  
 
    Palmer hugged her from behind, as they both made pleading faces. I didn’t want to agree, but I didn’t want to be “the bad” boyfriend either. I tried to convince myself her elation was worth nodding my head yes. At least it would be, when I could feel everything again. 
 
    I held my phone in my hand, looking at the blank screen with a simple Jade at the top. I texted her: Sunday night. I need something strong. Vicodin or something.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate, and I watched the dots flash in and out. It was like she was waiting for me to text. I left you a gift under your pillow. Still need that something strong? 
 
    Relief washed over me. There was no way I was dropping Layla off sober. It was just one more day, then I could figure out how to deal with the pain, the guilt, and not telling her I felt the same way, before she flew away. I knew there were healthier ways. I did the program and all the therapy. None of those ways worked as quickly. Those “healthy” ways meant soul searching, self-reflection, and time alone, which were coming soon but not tonight. 
 
    Layla wrapped her arms around my neck, whispering to me, “Take me to bed.”  
 
    I didn’t need to hear any more. Her innocent eyes and voice in a soft whisper made me fall harder. I’d jump off a bridge if she said it like that. 
 
    I didn’t bother saying goodnight to anyone except Palmer, when our fists bumped into each other quickly. I followed Layla upstairs to my room. All I could anticipate was the surprise under my pillow. She immediately started getting undressed, like she was the opposite of comfortable in her clothes.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared when she asked, “Where were you all night? You disappeared.” 
 
    Between finding Jade and Caden’s lecture, I hadn’t been by her side as much as I wanted. “Sorry, babe. It was a crazy night.”   
 
    She went into the bathroom to do whatever girls do before bed. She spoke louder so I could hear her: “Did you find Jade?” 
 
    I watched her, while I pushed my hands under my pillows to find a small plastic bag filled with a cream color powder. I knew exactly what it was. It was more than I requested, but in moderation, it truly was just a pain killer. 
 
    I had forgotten to answer, and she poked her head out of the doorway. “Did you?”  
 
    I snapped up straight, facing her, while I tucked the baggy in my back pocket behind my phone. I finally just shook my head no, hoping that would suffice. I should have felt anxious or scared of her catching me, but I didn’t. This wasn’t my first time hiding small baggies. 
 
    The rest of the night was smooth, just like the next day. I made a point of putting my phone on silent and spent every minute with Layla, after I blew her off the entire party, except for when we had sex. I wasn’t even counting that, considering we were both too turned on to last more than a few moments. I made up for the quickie by taking her from behind in the shower the next morning. Her chest was pressed against the shower tiles, overwhelmed by my position. She didn’t make a second attempt at her confession. She was too busy begging me to keep going every time I slowed down. 
 
    She fell asleep to the movie tucked between my arm and my body. Her bag was packed and waiting by the door with B’s. Unlike her friend’s, Layla’s bag was a carry-on. I felt some comfort in her small bag, knowing that would force her back here for more of her stuff. Her flight was at 7 AM, only a few hours away. I couldn’t sleep, even if I tried. I had been awake all night, picking out imperfections in the ceiling, like cracks or chips…  
 
    I spent the day sober.  
 
    The small bag taunted me every time I looked at the desk against the wall. It wasn’t until this moment looking down at the girl I was falling for that I reconsidered. This was going to be the only time I had time “alone” until she left, and I certainly couldn’t risk sniffing up lines on the drive to the airport. I only ever did that in front of Jade. 
 
    I slowly pulled my body away from hers, being careful not to wake her. I was light on my feet when I made my way to my desk and pulled the handle, exposing the same book Jade had used to make perfect lines. I had the baggy between the pages, letting the coke live between Jane and Mr. Rochester, like his secret wife.  
 
    The book felt like our lives, set in another time, more and more. 
 
    I looked behind me; she was still asleep with her lips parted. In a few swift steps, I was alone in the bathroom, with the door locked, just in case. I searched the bathroom for anything to help get the powder from the bag to my nose with little mess. 
 
    Jade gave me a solid gold nasal vacuum, but that was in my other bedroom on a top shelf so people would ask why I had a figure of a Hoover vacuum. It was our inside joke.  
 
    I had to settle on dumping some out on the counter and dusting it off after. Which is exactly what I did. I took the same amount: one sniff—nothing more or less. I was steady and empty enough with one sniff. I was afraid what two or three would do. It had been too long, and my body was reacting to it all, like I never had won over an addiction. 
 
    I watched her sleeping in my bed for the last time in the armchair with the book on my lap. I gobbled up every detail, down to her faint movements and quick breaths every so often. 
 
    Who was gonna sleep in my bed now? I certainly never did.  
 
    There was that nagging feeling again like an annoying child tugging on the hem of your shirt, because it’s all they could reach. That annoying child was my heart, tugging on the rest of me, telling me to be careful or she was going to be a downfall I wouldn’t win over. 
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    During the whole drive to the airport, Oliver seemed distant—not physically, as he sat in the driver’s seat in his tiny car, but emotionally. He wasn’t currently capable of even holding a conversation with me. He was utilizing shrugs and one word replies. 
 
    I should have pushed to all carpool, but B gave me wild eyes and I knew that meant I really didn’t want to be in the car with her and Caden. 
 
    He had been keeping me at arm’s length the whole weekend. We went to the party on Saturday, and I saw him all of 20 minutes when we had sex in his room before the party ended. Caden and the elusive Jade had commandeered his attention—the people who would be around him while I was 1, 293 miles away. 
 
    Suddenly I hated the distance.  
 
    We were following Caden, and he pulled all the way to the top floor of the parking garage. It made me smile, thinking he was purposely trying to get more time with B—unlike Oliver, who couldn’t be more disinterested.  
 
    I grabbed my oversized weekender from his trunk, before I saw them. I felt my cheeks flush seeing B’s body lean into Caden’s—both against his car. Their mouths were wide and their tongues wrestling. I quickly looked away, but their energy kept pulling my eyes back for quick glances. 
 
    Their chemistry was uncomfortably obvious. It was too raw, not manufactured or forced like some unrealistic romance film. I felt like I was watching a romantic plot unfold: damaged boy meets a carefree girl, who inspires positive changes in his life. I was falling in love with them more than either of them probably even felt about their status. 
 
    I looked at Oliver, who was pushing the cigarette away from his mouth and holding the smoke down until he was ready to exhale. I wished he could read my mind. I wanted him to take my hand or kiss me in a passionate goodbye, like the couple next to us. Asking only made it authentic on my end not his. Instead, he seemed focused elsewhere. 
 
    Caden offered to walk with us inside, but B insisted we could manage. Caden pulled her back against him before he shifted their bodies around landing him against her. His hands were against his huge SUV, and her arms were around his neck. Suddenly I caught myself imagining their private moments, contemplating if romance played a part or if it was simply rough and ache quenching. I felt myself stir up my own arousal, and I forced my focus off them. 
 
    I closed the gap between my body and Oliver’s, making him look at me finally. I whispered, “Guess this is farewell for now, huh? It’ll fly by.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    His response was soul-crushing, but I continued trying anyways. I let my hands land on his shoulders lightly, and he shot up as if I caught him off guard. 
 
    Caden shot over, “You good?” He was aware at all times, and it was unnerving. 
 
    Oliver’s rigid face softened, as he looked at Caden. I felt his eyes continue to watch us, as Oliver put on a show, acting like himself. I felt his hands touch my hips as he sat on the hood of his car. I knew this trick better than anyone. Florida didn’t have room for unhappiness; it was too beautiful. That was the saying: “What do you have to be unhappy about? Look at where we live.”  
 
    He had no excuse. The trees looked like fragile sticks; the cold air felt like a lash against your skin; and the remaining snow pushed against the curbs wasn’t even pearly white anymore. 
 
    His stiffness transferred to me now, and I said, “I know this isn’t easy, and it isn’t the best time, since we just got together.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t do well with this kind of shit.” 
 
    I expected him to explain more, but his words stopped.  
 
    “Okay, well, I don’t think this is helping. I’d rather leave here remembering us not… well, this version.” 
 
    He flicked the small cigarette butt that had no more life left. “What the hell do you want from me, Layla? Tell me, and I’ll be that. I’m not gonna sit here and act like I’m over-fucking-joyed. I wouldn’t have started this if I knew you were leaving; that would have saved us both from feeling this way.” 
 
    What every girl wants to hear: exactly how much we weren’t worth it. I could feel a fire burning inside my stomach. The fire was hot enough to keep my eyes dry. This was the angriest I had ever felt. It wasn’t just anger; it was betrayal and pangs of heartache. 
 
    I was convinced he wasn’t feeling anything. In addition to his expression becoming stiff, his eyes looked blank, and beyond that, the distance between us made it even more difficult to see him. 
 
    I wanted him to feel just as awful as I did at that moment, in the worst desire for vengeance. I never wanted to hurt someone so equally—not even after Hunter happened. I didn’t have the energy or motivation as I did now. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to tell you for days how hard this is for me, how much I think I’m falling for you, and how I finally feel like myself because I’m comfortable enough to be myself around you. But clearly whatever this was—was one-sided. Don’t even worry about it, Oliver. I should have listened to everyone about you.” 
 
    I felt so accomplished as I walked away with my weekender hanging from my arm. I didn’t dare turn around, but it was obvious he didn’t come after me. I don’t know that it would have made a difference either way. 
 
    I found my gate in this confusing airport and waited for boarding to start. I still had forty minutes, which gave B plenty of time to interrogate me. I didn’t know if my anger would withstand questioning. I pictured it leaving as fast as it arrived, and I knew I would be reduced to tears. I shoved my hand in my purse searching the bottomless pit for my headphones—the best “do not disturb” sign a person can have. 
 
    I watched B’s concerned eyes find me, regardless of sliding down in my seat. I refused to look at her and simply turned up my music. I kept looking at the screen, waiting for him to text—some great apology from the English Major.  
 
    After boarding the plane, I still carried the same hope. I lost hope when my finger tapped “airplane mode”, disconnecting me from Connecticut completely. 
 
    I was thankful for the 1, 293 miles. 
 
    Halfway through the flight B was tapping my leg, trying to get my attention. Every time I flew, my ears became blocked, to the point where I could hardly hear her. She showed me her phone, pointing to a text from Aiden. He was having some holiday party since we’d all be in the same place again. Aiden went to Florida State with Miguel—both lifers. I expected them to never leave. 
 
    I leaned over telling her, “We aren’t even home, and you’ve created a whole social calendar? Can’t we do something else besides go to a party?” 
 
    They were convenient, mind numbing, and organized fun, but I could live with seeing a movie in the dark instead. 
 
    All parties did was remind me of Oliver. I was sure that tomorrow, when I ended up at Starbucks, that too would be ruined by his memory. I honestly drew a thousand lines connecting him back to the smallest things, like this seatbelt I still had fastened. The memory flooded each one of my senses. 
 
    The first time I got in the car with him I reminded him about his seatbelt and he had laughed. He educated me: “Seatbelt? Bad things will happen if they want to. Do you wear a raincoat in the shower to avoid getting wet?”  
 
    I remember shaking my head no, and my eyebrows expressively picking apart what he meant. It was the stupidest thing I had ever heard. He finally explained instead of letting me mil it over, “I don’t avoid danger. I embrace it. Bad things will happen either way.” 
 
    I really hoped my whole break wasn’t filled with these memories, which I didn’t find important until my lonely heart could draw a line back to him—any excuse to think of him. 
 
    Once I got home, I ended up crawling into bed, only to fall asleep and wake up the next day. My body crashed from the betrayal and the flight’s effects on my senses. I woke up in a familiar place, but I felt like a stranger. I didn’t realize how much I’ve moved past the innocent girl who always said yes, who always needed control, who didn’t talk back and didn’t let anyone in—not even her best friend. That person felt like a stranger, just like this room. Now I was some braver, less-controlled, sassy-when-poked, and almost the opposite of the uncomfortable girl that I was before. 
 
    The house was too quiet. I had gotten used to the dorms, campus, Intuition, and the frat house. There was always noise, even if it wasn’t words but the shuffling of feet or the coffee machine creating espresso. It was giving me anxiety, and I was overthinking everything, even more that I normally did, just trying to fill the silence. 
 
    I flipped over my phone, looking at the screen. There weren’t any text messages from Oliver, but rather, there was one from  Hunter: You going to Adrian’s party tonight? 
 
    I didn’t respond. I didn’t know how he got my number or why he was even asking me. Oliver broke his nose, and we never came to a conclusion on if he was sorry for what had happened. It abruptly ended, with Oliver showing up, and completely different views of that night. 
 
    I was hoping he stayed in New York, but I guess he was home too. 
 
    I barely left my room the entire day. I tortured myself over why he didn’t have social media, when I very well knew why. He was private and only ached for the power of words. Social media was the polar opposite of his novels. You never got the whole story, and becoming invested was more difficult than the immediate encouragement you could get from Jane Eyre, Pride and Prejudice, or Anna Karenina. 
 
    He laughed one night when I was scrolling through Instagram before bed. “Is it satisfying? Scrolling so fast that nothing can affect you?”  
 
    I didn’t realize how much I wasn’t paying attention as I let myself be distracted. I envied his strength in just being so comfortable with himself without distractions. And now I resented him for not participating with the rest of our generation instead. Now I couldn’t see what he was doing all those miles away. If he was happy, if he moved on, or if he missed me. 
 
    B harassed my phone, sending a text almost every 10 minutes. She knew I wasn’t in my normal state of content. I only replied half the time in a tone that would translate even as she read it. I read her messages over and over. 
 
    What happened between you two?? 
 
    Are you okay?  
 
    Call me if you wanna talk! 
 
    I thought you guys were good!  
 
    I liked him for you! 
 
    What an asshole!  
 
    I’m sorry, babe! 
 
    She went from loving him to hating him between each message, like she couldn’t decide. I couldn’t clarify anything. I was just as confused. 
 
    I forced myself to get ready hours before she was picking me up. I was lacking motivation as I dragged myself into the shower down the hallway. After my prolonged shower, I sat at my desk, pulling a mirror closer to me. I didn’t feel amazing, and it was reflecting back at me. My eyes were swollen and red. My cheeks looked smeared with a cheap blush. My lips were dry and chapped. I pulled my makeup bag out of the top draw, silently thankful for the extra stuff I left behind. 
 
    Once I was dressed, I felt like I could maybe pretend nothing happened. I pulled on my booties, a body suit I never had the confidence to wear because it clung to the curves in my hips that was never as slim as girls around me, and my high waisted jeans that were just as painted to my skin. I let my black denim jacket fall off one shoulder, and I caught myself watching how one exposed shoulder tempted me into being dangerous. I wanted to be toxic, bad… like a version of Oliver, who didn’t seem to care and showed it in his actions. 
 
      
 
    Adrian’s parties were legendary, but nothing like college. It was like everyone “grew up” and realized they had more to prove, making the parties borderline dangerous. The alcohol, the drugs, the sex—all was on overload in comparison. I was curious what would be behind the front door. B grabbed my arm, letting her face relax into a resting bitch face. We walked together in unison, but she was strutting, like she was untouchable, while I barely lifted my feet off the ground. My desire to be bad faded quickly, as the car parked. Now I felt like I was playing dress up. 
 
    The music was already blaring Florida’s finest: Pouya and Fat Nick’s “Middle of the Mall”. That was one of the contrasts about home and New England’s taste in music—it was the top of the charts with little room for indie or underground. I laughed out loud, thinking of Caden’s affinity for Arianna Grande. Before I realized it, my hips were swaying, as I got lost in his verse, blaring through the room. 
 
    I spotted Miguel and untangled my arm from the crook of B’s. I walked off without warning, trying to avoid him at all cost. Every time I would see Miguel, he would persistently try to hit on me and was immune to subtle hints. Now it was more comical, what he used to want no longer existed. I ended up outside on the porch, far from where I spotted him. I poured some soda into a cup, staying clear of any alcohol. I didn’t want to mix being out of control with the lack of control I already felt. If I was really honest, I didn’t feel comfortable drinking without Oliver. I felt safe around him—safe enough to lose control. 
 
    The sliding doors were pushed open all the way, letting the music escape, as I felt myself sway side to side again, now matching my shoulders. I didn’t bother stopping myself. I wanted to get lost in anything else but thinking of him. 
 
    My eyes were darting around the party, still trying to avoid Miguel, when I heard a familiar husky voice say my name behind me. I tensed up instantly. 
 
    “Who are you avoiding, Princess? Me?” 
 
    I turned around and saw Hunter’s nose was perfectly healed. I wondered if time really did heal all wounds.  
 
    Instead of miles, I was now lusting for time. If Oliver were anyone else, just a friend, I would have pushed him from my mind with ease. I wondered to myself, would it be easier to forget him if we hadn’t had sex? Did Oliver knowing me in a way no one else did create some unbreakable bond? Would time be enough to heal my hurting heart? I had two months to figure all that out. 
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     I examined his face—cool and collected. I didn’t want to talk to him, but all my feelings had built up inside. I needed to talk to anyone, out loud. I couldn’t even bring myself to tuck it all away in my journal. Each time I broke the binding, I would stare at a blank page, and suddenly my eyes would well up with moisture. If I weren’t so broken, it would be comical. Before, I never had anything to write in my journal, but now I had everything to say and couldn’t muster the motivation to document it.  
 
    I shrugged in Hunter’s direction. “Miguel.” 
 
    He smelled like pot and cologne. It was overwhelming my senses. “Thought you were friends?” he said. 
 
    I shrugged again, unsure of how to stand or act around him casually.  
 
    Instead, he spoke for me, “He likes you, huh? Let me guess: He can’t take a hint?” 
 
    I leaned against the railing, tapering off the deck. He was reading my mind. I spotted Miguel searching for me with two drinks in his hand, and I stepped behind Hunter’s frame, hoping he didn’t see me.  
 
    Hunter stepped aside, throwing me directly into Miguel’s line of vision. Just when he was starting to seem pleasant, he quickly reminded me he wasn’t someone I could trust. 
 
    He moved into me, pushing me into the railing with his hand on my hip. His head hung low, as he whispered, “Laugh. Now.” I was too frozen by his emotions to do as he said, until I felt his hand tickle at my sensitive side, forcing me to giggle into his chest. He spun me around in a smooth dance move, fluid. I landed right against him with my hands on his chest, trying to balance myself, as he leaned me against the railing. He looked at me with hungry eyes, and I felt his fingers lift my chin up.  
 
    Before I could think, never mind overthink, his lips pressed so softly against mine I could barely taste him. He pulled away, with a concerned expression, before I realized he wasn’t looking at me at all. His gaze was behind me. 
 
    I turned around slowly, as his hands still held my hips, and there was Miguel, looking pissed off. I pretended to be looking elsewhere, when out of the corner of my eye, I watched him storm back inside. Once it was safe, I pulled away from Hunter’s grasp. 
 
    “Thanks… for that.” 
 
    “No problem. But now you owe me two favors. One for your boyfriend breaking my nose… and now for that.” 
 
    I wanted to cry, as I forced myself to say, “He’s not my boyfriend… anymore.” 
 
    I watched him tense up in the space between us, as he reacted to my eyes welling up, threatening to let tears spill. I bit the inside of my cheek, as I looked up through my eyelashes. I wouldn’t let myself cry at some party… in front of Hunter… on my first real day back home. I swiped the red Solo cup from the banister he set it on, having a strong change of mind on my stance. 
 
    After I coughed down the pure alcohol’s sting, I informed him, “I’m going to drink. I might be newly single, but I’m not sleeping with you… and you aren’t going to take advantage.” 
 
    I had to make it clear. I didn’t need my body betraying me again.  
 
    He smirked, the same way Oliver did, but even more dangerously, in a way that was unsettling. He took his drink back swiftly, “Well, let’s get you a proper drink then—one that wasn’t perfectly crafted for me to not abide by any of those ground rules.” 
 
    I followed closely behind him, watching him stop at the counter, when he asked me, “What’s your poison?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything.” 
 
    His brows furrowed, like my answer didn’t count. “Okay, what haven’t you tried Miss-I-Never-Drank-In-High-School?” 
 
    “I’ve only had vodka and Jack and coke.” 
 
    He handed me a cup, after pouring what looked like a little of everything. I smelled it before putting it to my lips. 
 
    “It’s coconut rum, coke, and a splash of fireball.” 
 
    It was surprisingly good. It tasted sweet, so sweet it could make for a dangerous night for anyone. I couldn’t taste any alcohol at all. Just a familiar warmth. He watched my lips turn into a smile before I took another sip. Another song I liked came on, making it easy to move to the rhythm. The only thing that pulled me out of that moment was hearing Adrian’s voice. 
 
    “I knew you two would end up together, eventually. I knew something was going on when I kept catching you two upstairs.”  
 
    I shook my head silently into a no, paired with wide eyes, making it obvious he was wrong. I didn’t have enough energy to explain to everyone individually how single I now was. My relationship failed within a few short months after becoming official, failed after I finally started to find myself, failed all because of the distance that terrified us both… Oliver wasn’t the only one with abandonment issues. 
 
    Adrian just looked at me, like he wanted to eat his words, but couldn’t with the way they lingered around us. Hunter didn’t care one bit. He shrugged, not even listening to what was said or pretending he didn’t hear; I couldn’t figure out which one.  
 
    Adrian continued to ask me about school, classes, how New Englanders really were, and how the parties compared—all small talk I couldn’t force myself to be interested in. Hunter stayed close, even though he didn’t add any value to the topics we covered. I kept glancing over, thinking it was odd.  
 
    I excused myself easily when B walked into the room, grasping onto Adrian’s bicep. I flinched, like it hurt to see. What about Caden? Was she going to sleep with Adrian? Did she care about anyone? I scoffed loudly, as I exhaled, walking away. I didn’t bother pouring any more liquor into my cup. I swiped a whole bottle off the counter, disappointed with everyone around me. Then, I thought, Everyone except Hunter, shocking even myself. 
 
    I headed to the only place I knew would be deserted: the space of upstairs. The hallway was dark and comforting. The only noise was the soft bass from the music downstairs. I instantly felt comforted as I entered his room. It was huge and neat with a window overlooking the ocean. I peered out, concentrating on the waves trying to forget the recent loyalty epidemic.  
 
    I pushed the cold glass to my lips, taking a sip of the whiskey. I could feel the heat travel down me as I swallowed.  
 
    “In need of saving again, princess?” 
 
    His husky rasp was undeniable: Hunter. No one else adopted the nickname. 
 
    I turned around, slowly leaning against the window. Quickly my mind reminded me of how Oliver leaned against everything, never committing to sitting or standing. I should have taken that as a sign to run away from him. He couldn’t even commit to a position. I shook my head, willing the reminders of him to go away. 
 
    Another big gulp. 
 
    “No saving. Just running away.” 
 
    He laughed, “Didn’t get too far. You’re only one flight up.” He stopped in front of me, standing so close the bottle was the only thing between us. “The best way to forget someone is to get with someone else.” His fingers wrapped around mine before he took the bottle from my hand. I watched him swallow with no flinching or reaction to the flavor. 
 
    “I don’t wanna forget, yet. I wanna live with this. If it disappears, or I stop feeling, then it’s really over.” 
 
    Hunter’s words echoed: Someone else… someone else… and I pictured Jade or Elizabeth coming on to Oliver while I was gone—their bodies against him in ways I had seen before and his aggressive hands and lips trying to cover every inch of them. Maybe he was trying to forget me. It’d be easy; he knew them already. I’m sure even a stranger would be easy for him too. Women clamored for him to just glance their way. 
 
    The sound of the bottle settling on the table jerked me from picturing any female all over Oliver. Suddenly Hunter was closer to me, but still not touching me, hovering. His hands were on the glass of the window behind me, as he leaned down, easily tormenting me for my warning from earlier and pushing the boundaries. His lips touched my ear before he tucked my hair back. 
 
    “You can think of him tomorrow. After all, I had you first, princess.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, picturing Oliver’s lips on skin. I exhaled quickly, before I bit the corner of my lip. I wanted Oliver regardless of what happened. It was like my heart was shattered, but my mind and body couldn’t get on the same page.  
 
    I didn’t tell my hands to glide up Hunter’s shirt and lay against his chest, but they did. I opened my eyes, and he wasn’t Oliver. The alcohol wasn’t numbing the memories or the attraction. It was only numbing the ache in my chest ever so slightly. 
 
    Hunter’s mouth nibbled at my neck pushing me further back against the window. He wasn’t Oliver, but my panties were becoming wet as if he was. I only knew his touch, and my body assumed that if I was being touched it must be Oliver. I felt owned; loyalty ran through me, trying to make me come to my senses. 
 
    I closed my eyes tighter letting myself fall right back into my memories in bed with the one I really desired—the one my body was reacting for, not Hunter, who was suckling at my neck in a way that was going to leave a mark.  
 
    “You know he isn’t alone, waiting patiently for you.”  
 
    My hands didn’t feel soft and lazy against his chest anymore. My head snapped upright, making it harder for his mouth to continue kissing my skin.  
 
    A low growl came from his mouth against my chest, “Come on, princess. I know guys like him…” 
 
    I pushed on his chest, even though he barely moved an inch. He stopped kissing and looked down at me, as his hand pushed against my cheek and his fingers pushed against my neck begging for access. His words didn’t motivate me to crawl into bed, but to want to understand what he meant, one bad boy to another.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, still not backing up or dropping his hand from my body. “He’s not a relationship guy, Layla. It would have never worked out. I asked around.” 
 
    My eyes went wide, “Asked around? Asked who? Why?!” My voice was angry, like he had overstepped, but instead, I was relieved. He had answers. I didn’t. I was hoping they filled all the gaps Oliver left. 
 
    He finally backed up, realizing I was completely cold compared to moments ago. He sat on the bed, and I felt frozen, waiting for him to explain, desperate for answers as to why Oliver betrayed me. 
 
    “Friends. Friends of friends. Some dealers I know. People who knew him.” He only got up to grab the bottle of whiskey and sat back down quickly on Adrian’s comforter next to him. “He’s trouble, Layla. Not like the trendy ‘he’s a bad boy’ way. He’s got real demons.” 
 
    I scoffed the same way I did when I saw B attach herself to someone who wasn’t Caden. “You’re a ‘bad boy,’ so...” 
 
    He laughed, while stretching, “Different breeds, princess. I don’t have demons. I’m just trouble.”  
 
    “What kind of demons do these people say he has?” 
 
    “The kind you don’t get over with one rehab visit. You always wanna see the good in everyone. People aren’t only good. Keep thinking that way, and you’re in for one cruel world.” 
 
    I felt myself getting angry. I wanted to defend Oliver, and, at the same time, I was ready to mentally punish myself for it later. 
 
    “You don’t know him. People change.” 
 
    “No one changes, Layla. People only hide those parts of themselves better, just like downstairs. You were mad because B changed at college, right? Less of a slut? Except she didn’t change at all. She just hid her true self better. People will show you exactly who they are if you just pay attention.” 
 
    I felt tense and argumentative. “You met him twice, and it resulted in getting hit both times.” 
 
    “Do you think fighting came because of you, from someone who changed Oliver, or do you think it just snuck out of hiding?” 
 
    I didn’t bother trying to formulate a sentence. I knew his tone didn’t leave room for a response.  
 
    I played a highlight reel in my head, looking for clues as to how I became such a fool. How did Hunter have this many answers? I plopped down next to him on Adrian’s over plush bed from pacing, taking the bottle from his hands. People didn’t change, but here I was drinking like a professional, changed from who I was. 
 
    We talked some more about how much trouble Oliver was in his mind before we re-joined the party that I knew wasn’t ending any time soon. It made me laugh outside of just thinking to myself to laugh. Alcohol always made me loose enough to not hide how I felt. I didn’t want to slip back into old habits just because I was back in the bubble of Florida. I liked this version of myself I found in the fall. 
 
    Hunter had been in fights as long as I knew him, in and out of juvie, constantly in trouble, barely went to school, dealt pot to everyone, and then what had happened with me. Yet, he was marking Oliver as the true bad boy, because he was more than trouble. Maybe I dodged a bullet. Damn demons. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Holiday break really felt like summer without having to work full time. By week three, I almost had myself convinced to try and get my old job back. I needed something constructive to fill my time. B’s version of constructive meant shopping, laying out, and boys. I just wanted to soak myself in romance, rooting for characters to find true love while mine was miles away. 
 
    Hunter showed up on my doorstep almost every morning with coffee, sometimes breakfast too. I never fought his presence. He was a welcomed distraction. 
 
    I even came to like him, despite our disagreement of the high school night in question. He lived so much life that his insights felt like poetry. I didn’t have it in me to hold onto anger towards him—all my emotions were reserved for Oliver.  
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    She got on that damn plane almost two months ago. My phone never lit up with her name or buzzed wildly because she was trying to reach me. I wasn’t innocent in any of this. I sent a single text that read a simple: Hey… like she’d forget what I said if I sent that one message—one text, one she never responded to. I knew I fucked up; that part was obvious, but how to fix it was playing the best hide-and-seek game imaginable. 
 
    That is, until I found the solution: I was going to drown my demons the only way I knew how, with my same old habits. 
 
    Caden had been up my ass for two straight months. Peering at me like my silence would speak to him. He constantly asked me if I used again, if I wanted to go to rehab, and if I had seen Jade. He even attempted to take my door off the hinges, but his pledges were more terrified of my wrath than his. 
 
    He didn’t take into account what a pro I was at hiding this before. I only got caught because I got greedy; it was never enough to pace myself and sit back into the high. I chased the next one before I even came down. This time, I eliminated that danger. I limited myself with an iron fist.  
 
    I refused to get caught.  
 
    I refused to let it get that bad this time. 
 
    I refused to let the high become bigger than Layla. 
 
    Caden was driving me crazy. At least, he kept my recurring slip up to himself. The last thing I needed was every friend I had acting like him. 
 
    I could have went to my place for the duration of the holiday and avoided Caden, but it was only trading annoyance with the evil of Richard instead. I was happy to be permanently uninvited from events for my past behavior.  
 
    I went over the day before Christmas Eve to see my mom, while he was “working late,” expertly avoiding him. I stopped wondering what that meant or how important it was for him to log 13-hour days as a partner at a financial company. My mom was unaffected, solely focused on her annual Christmas party she hosted every Christmas Eve. She only had me, but her parties made it feel like she had a giant family. I always thought that was why she wanted me in the first place: to kill the loneliness she felt with him gone too much. 
 
    She begged me to come to the party, but she knew better than I did how Richard would only take that opportunity to control me. He was borderline psychotic. His need to be “right” came by means of breaking you down, until you relinquished control, making you feel small, fearing him… It was manipulative to a professional level. 
 
    I kissed her cheek, handing her the gift I had picked out back in October. It was tradition, longer than I could pinpoint a specific memory, to add to her charm bracelet. She was never without it dangling from her wrist. It was overflowing with charms that you could hear jingle into each other every time she moved her wrist. 
 
    I hoped the sound annoyed him.  
 
    I hoped it reminded him I existed beyond his grasp and in her love. 
 
    Jade wasn’t staying at my place anymore, but it was only a matter of time before Dylan became annoyed with her and she came crawling back. She always did. My place would have been quiet, dark, and lonely. I would hear the heartache and my self-loathing thoughts louder. Staying at the Frat meant strength in numbers.  
 
    Caden went home only for a few days. I couldn’t ever tell if he hated going home because he wasn’t the star of the show there like he was on campus. He never stayed long when he did go home.  
 
    Aspen was back from his ski trip—well-rested and caught in his normal Jekyll-and-Hyde routine. I realized only in this moment I knew exactly how he felt. This self-loathing was exhausting and comforting at the same time. It felt as healthy as sniffing up lines. 
 
    Palmer stayed on campus with me, while Hayley filled her obligation of attending my mom’s holiday party. Neither of us desired guests. It was always hilarious for all of us to see Hayley cover up her scattered small tattoos and abandon her own personal style just to please her parents.  
 
    Elizabeth: She was always gonna be Elizabeth. I wasn’t sure what that meant, really. I knew when I thought of her it was different than anyone else. It wasn’t what I felt for Layla. It was endearing the way her name pulled at my heartstrings, but I never paid any mind to it. Maybe it was true: First loves never truly die? 
 
    She went home for longer than any of us. We all needed the break from each other. It was obvious in our short tones and agitated body language. Elizabeth was wound up so tightly I thought she would completely come undone if she stayed on campus for the whole break. Even without classes, she’d create work for herself. 
 
    I stayed strong against her attempts to seduce me while Layla was gone. I couldn’t be off the wagon and have sex be a problem too. Layla would never forgive that.  
 
    Hell, I didn’t know she’d forgive me at all. 
 
    Holiday break was in the past, and each day, I looked down at my phone I would see the date inch towards her arrival back on campus. 
 
    I thought time would slow when you ached the way I did, but I woke up and it was one day before New Year’s Eve. I silently bit down on my lip on the inside shouting, Fuck! in my head. My plan was to give myself time and numb myself up, until I could investigate why I felt the need to be an asshole in a stronger state of mind, but now I was out of time. Time was a sneaky bastard. I didn’t wean myself off or even contemplate, even once, why I pushed her away just because she was leaving. She was coming back. My jaded mind, ragged soul, and the traumatic events that shaped me continued to haunt my decisions. 
 
    I got motivated, not letting myself look in the direction of my hiding spot, not even a glance. 
 
    I wondered why everyone was downstairs when I could hear their voices talk over each other and laughter echoing. I had to scan my own memory through the moments of pure ecstasy to recall if I agreed to some kind of meeting. I didn’t let my face give that away, as I sauntered into the room, grabbing some coffee.  
 
    Caden spoke, but it sounded like yelling. “It’s fucking 2:30 in the afternoon.” He paused examining me, like he did every day since that night at the party. He wasn’t stupid, but I still couldn’t tell what conclusion he was making. “We’re trying to figure out what’s going on for New Year’s. I’m gonna have pledges hand out flyers.”  
 
    Coming down from a high was worse than being hung over. My head pounded, aching in a way that my fingertips sliding against my temple even felt sensitive. My mouth was dry, like I had left it open the entire time I slept. My eyes were barely open, trying to deflect the sunlight pouring in and fighting against the light bulb hue.  
 
    “Every time classes start, we do the bonfire. What’s the problem?” 
 
    The girls whined almost in unison, “It’s too cold!” 
 
    Their voices overlapping with the same intention made me laugh. I didn’t feel it coming quickly enough to stop it, as it chuckled out. I hadn’t done that in two months. 
 
    Nothing was funny when Layla was gone. It was like a part of me was missing without her smile, her small laugh, catching her bright eyes on me from across the room... I don’t know how I went 19 years without knowing her. This was the most I let myself think on this subject.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to picture her under me as she tried to confess to loving me.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to submit to feelings I had figured out. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to love someone else and subconsciously sabotage it, until I had to watch her crack, watch her break, and watch her crumble. 
 
    Aspen was eating cereal for lunch, when I slumped down next to him with my elbows against the countertop. I grabbed an extra spoon before I stole his bowl and a hearty bite. His eyes opened wide and his arms flew out, like he was ready to say something, but he didn’t. He let his words slip right back down his throat before I handed the bowl back. All I wanted was a bite. I never asked for things; I just took. I always thought it was a curse of “Oliver Twist”—having nothing and taking everything. 
 
    I was sure I interrupted whoever was talking when I pushed out my opinion after not paying attention. “Then have it inside. What’s the debate?”  
 
    Caden spoke up, grabbing a beer and cracking the tab back. He had a way of telling people what to do, but didn’t follow his own advice. “I need a change. I’m tired of the same old parties.”  
 
    Aspen spoke up, “My parents are in Paris for their anniversary; they went right after Christmas. We could probably use the guest house. I don’t wanna trash the main house.” 
 
    He sounded unsure, but Caden didn’t care when he decided for him. Everyone around the island was immediately glowing with ideas and excitement. I wasn’t comfortable with the wealth surrounding me still. Every time someone mentioned money, guest houses, or vacations, I felt like the orphan boy who wasn’t wanted all over again—the poor orphan boy who didn’t fit regardless of the Porsche or perfect parents I had now. I was adopted so young that I had no memories of my life before this one, but the worst possibilities always lingered. 
 
    I walked away once the girls ganged up on Aspen for information on the space. They were designing in their heads, and I barely wanted to attend. 
 
    I was headed for my room when Caden’s hand grasped my arm, pulling me backward, to a stop. .  
 
    “Hey, Ollie, hold up,” he said calmly, but I knew he was anything, but calm. 
 
    I rolled my eyes before I turned around, facing him, waiting for the interrogation now that I was away from our friends. “You doing okay?” He leaned against the banister a few steps below me. I sat down at the top, knowing one-word answers wouldn’t suffice, but maybe if I sat down it would look like I was giving in. 
 
    “Caden, I’m fine… just like yesterday… and the day before… the day before that...” My voice sounded annoyed, like I meant it to.  
 
    He examined me again, trying to tell if I was, in fact, fine. “She text you yet?” 
 
    I didn’t bother responding, as I pushed my tongue against my teeth trying bite back a response. If I answered it was going to be sarcastic and would probably turn into an argument. We both knew she didn’t text me, and I didn’t need to humiliate myself by saying it out loud.  
 
    “Their flight gets in tonight. I was picking B up, but now I assume I’m driving Layla back too.” He paused, unsure of where he was going with this. I wasn’t sure either, I just waited for him to bring up rehab again. His eyes met mine when he dropped the volume in his voice, making sure no one else could hear. “So get it together, Ollie. Unless you want her to see this version of you and hate you more than she already does.” 
 
    His words weighed me down more than I expected. I couldn’t get up until Caden turned around, leaving me alone, taking the weight of the words with him. It was true, I lost a part of the control I thought I had. I planned this out: Stay numb until I could come to terms. Get clean before she came back. Beg her for forgiveness. Somewhere, though, I lost track of time, and she would be on campus tonight… and I wasn’t sober. Caden’s information didn’t have the sobering effect he hoped for. It made me want to push more powder up my nose. 
 
    My room was a mess compared to normal. Normally it was an organized mess with stacks of books that I meant to read versus TA shit in another pile. Now I had clothes littering the floor, shoes kicked over, and this odor like a cooped up room hadn’t had the door opened in twenty years. I breathed heavily as I started to clean my room, baby steps right. I couldn’t let Layla see what a mess my room was—an extension of me.  
 
    I opened the drawer to my hiding place and stared down at the small baggies Jade had left for me. I still had plenty left over, but I couldn’t land on a decision if I would be done right now. I toyed with the idea of my last high to say goodbye and get me through the party tomorrow. Whatever senses I had left pushed my hand forward slamming the drawer closed. 
 
    The rest of the night I felt anchored to my desk, while I prepped for classes to start again—anchored to the same spot where the instant numbing effect lived. Being high never affected my grades before, but this time around, I was much more distracted. 
 
    Her expression of disappointment before she walked away haunted me; the drawer taunted me to forget.  
 
    I closed my computer aggressively, forcing myself up and away from my desk. I grabbed my keys, pushed my shoes on, and slammed the door behind me, like it could insult the hallucinations I conjured up. Aspen was in the hallway in a towel, staring at me like I had eight heads. All I hoped was that I wasn’t talking out loud and didn’t realize it.  
 
    I barked out an angry, “What?” 
 
    Aspen’s eyes were wide, and he shook his head. I almost forgot I was talking to the weaker version, Hyde. He was stone cold sober. The sobriety had him caught in this loop of guilt for the wreck. Most nights he would wake up the whole Frat, either screaming or bawling his eyes out from whatever dream had its claws in him.  
 
    Drunk Aspen was the Aspen we all knew before—carefree and fun. Well, I just barked at the wrong version. The version we were all much more careful with. 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder, “Hey, sorry, man. Fucking Wi-Fi isn’t working. I’m gonna go to Intuition and work.”  
 
    Lies rolled off my tongue with ease when I wanted them to. They usually stuck too, but my sympathy for Aspen caught me off guard. I hadn’t felt much in two months, and even a pang of sympathy felt overpowering.  
 
    But when he responded I knew I was caught in a lie. “Don’t forget your laptop then.” 
 
    I cursed myself in my head. If I was crazier, I would have gone full Tyler Durden from Fight Club and socked myself as punishment.  
 
    I opened the door, and the desk drawer was open, not how I left it. I slammed the drawer closed and swiped my laptop off the desk.  
 
    The whole way to the coffee house, I contemplated if I was taking drugs without realizing it or just coming off of a two-day streak.  
 
    Either way, I had to get myself under control. I kept repeating her name like a mantra. I needed to remember what she meant, how much I hurt her, and how much my sobriety was connected to her now. 
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    The girls and Aspen piled into Caden’s SUV, like even that was exciting. All day the party had been the center of the conversation. We lived in a small town, went to school with the same people, and our taste for something different during the break always had us reeling for more—except for me. I liked routine and mundane - it kept me in check. Wild and unplanned usually meant trouble.  
 
    I held my keys more easily, letting my fingers weave through them just to hear them chime against each other. I walked to my car, not bothering to say, “See you!” though where else would I be going? 
 
    Caden watched me get into my car, and I let my arms rest on the wheel, looking back at him purposely, until he broke eye contact. He was analyzing me like some kind of K-9 unit. His eyebrows looked worried, and I realized our friend group had been through a wreck caused by intoxication before. 
 
    Sympathetically, I shouted, “I’m good, bro. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    It was funny how much one small sentences could ease someone completely. It’s what I should have done for Layla. Given her the one sentence she needed to hear. 
 
    The drive wasn’t bad, and thankfully I knew where I was going so I could pass following behind him. The whole way, my thoughts kept getting dragged back to the realization of how painfully sober I was—not really by choice, more of compromise. 
 
    If all went well, maybe a bump later could be my goodbye or even maybe a reward—either excited me. 
 
    Aspen’s house was one of those places that qualified as an estate. It spanned across the most property I’d seen a house acquire. My parents had money, but Aspen was a new breed.  
 
    We weren’t the first to arrive. Caden’s pledges were setting up and preparing, while Aspen showed us around. No one had been here before. I only had once, to visit him play rehab when he thought he was losing it without the supportive walls of that place. His mom was overly pleasant, and his father didn’t seem disappointed, but struck with sadness. While my “dad,” Richard, was permanently an asshole. 
 
    I kept checking my phone, like she would suddenly want to talk to me, only to flip it over and see a blank screen, mocking me by showing each minute that went by. 
 
    I didn’t blame her; I never did. The rest could stay unclear, but that was a pillar of truth. 
 
    I didn’t look up to even see if Caden was in the room before I spoke, “Did she say anything?”  
 
    He knew I was speaking to him through everyone else’s confusion. He stood up from aligning his pool stick, “She got her own ride. I only took B back to campus.”  
 
    My eyes snapped up to meet his, already feeling uneasy by that statement. I clutched my phone ready to break it. “She’s not even from here… who the hell gave her a ride?” 
 
    I expected someone to confess, but the room stayed quiet. I looked at Aspen, who had a crush on her before me, but he shrugged with wide eyes. He wouldn’t lie to me willingly. 
 
    Caden came over to me patting my shoulder. “Relax, man. B is bringing her tonight. Just stay cool.” 
 
    How was I supposed to “stay cool” when she wouldn’t even take a ride from Caden? He hadn’t mistreated her and was getting some kind of brush off. That left no hope for me. I got up abruptly, trying to run away from the anger and leave it in the room behind me. The anger was already attached, following me. I decided there was no better time to start drinking than now. I couldn’t bump any lines, but I could pour alcohol on my problems just as quickly. 
 
    The partygoers started to arrive, and it didn’t take long for the party to seem wild. I blamed the holiday break. Everyone was well rested and looking for trouble after being on their best behavior for their families. Somehow, it wasn’t like classes starting again, unless there were some rage and regret involved. 
 
    I sulked around the party, refusing to interact with anyone in particular. I was continuously sweeping faces for Layla. I really wanted to stand by the door and immediately grovel as soon as she walked in, but desperate wasn’t something I wore well. It would go against everything people made me out to be.  
 
    Relationships, love, caring, and genuine interest were all things I didn’t do—ever. For any reason. I didn’t even let myself wonder why I just let the world label me a “bad boy” for it. 
 
    B was hard to miss when she entered a room. She wanted the attention, and it was apparent, right down to the caked on makeup and revealing outfits. Guess to each their own. That was Caden’s type: distinct and clear what their interaction would be...  
 
    Layla was behind her, talking to someone with them—a guy with a hood covering up who he was. I got closer, trying to get to the bottom of his identity, when Caden’s body crashed into mine. My focus was ripped from my mission. 
 
    I felt his hand against my chest as he said, “Be cool, bro. Just be cool.” 
 
    I hadn’t done anything to merit the calm down talk as I scoffed at him. Confused, I barked, “What the fuck…?” which was all I could manage on short notice. 
 
    I watched the guy next to Layla push the hood back, and I realized why I was being safeguarded from getting too close. He was really trying to stop me from acting recklessly once I saw who she brought to the party. 
 
    The same guy who raped her: Hunter.  
 
    The same guy I drove three hours to punch in the face. 
 
    The same guy whose nose cracked below my heavy fist when he showed up in retaliation.  
 
    The same guy I thought I saved her from. 
 
    The same guy who Layla clearly forgave. 
 
    Caden’s hand pushing against my chest was warranted after all.  
 
    I refused to walk away until her eyes met mine, and my disappointment was evident. She didn’t turn around when B and Hunter did, in time to see Caden acting like a brick wall. I didn’t approve of myself speaking in this dangerous moment, but her name rolled off my lips with ease. 
 
    Caden tried to grab my attention, but she was all I was focused on. Her sun-kissed skin… her bright blonde hair… I just wanted to see her eyes, but instead, she walked away. 
 
    Hunter spoke without permission, too: “Just leave her alone, dude.” 
 
    My eyes snapped to him, after watching her walk away. “What the fuck did you say? That’s really cheap from the guy who rapes girls to get laid.” 
 
    I watched him tense, as everyone around us became invested in the outcome of this. I watched his fists clench, and I was calmer than I expected. I didn’t tense or prepare to fight; I just welcomed him to hit me. Anything to snuff out the nagging feeling of being sober. 
 
    Hunter bullied Caden to move, and I smirked, almost on cue. He wanted what I had, Layla’s love, and he hated me for it.  
 
    He stayed quiet, but I felt like arguing. “Truth hurts, huh? Jealousy doesn’t look good on anyone.” 
 
    Caden’s focus went to Hunter not getting closer than he already was. He growled, “What are we calling you? You used her and then dumped her. It’s okay. Good thing I was… there for her. Shouldn’t you be thanking me?” 
 
    I took one swift step, and I was pushing myself against Caden, now begging his fist to collide with me. Caden wasn’t talking to me; he knew I was a lost cause when I got this angry. I felt a hand wrap around my arm, and relief washed over me as I thought of Layla. Once I turned my gaze to the owner of the hand on my arm, disappointment felt like a ton of bricks on my chest, when I saw Palmer instead. 
 
    “He’s not worth it, Ollie. It’s not gonna win her back.” 
 
    Hunter was calmer now, not ravenously trying to claw at me or get through the brick wall, henceforth named Caden. Something about him being able to be calm instantly pissed me off. Caden backed off holding out his hands, like he would be enough to keep us apart, and a sense went off in me. 
 
    One giant step, and I felt my chest against Hunter’s leather jacket. He played into his image more than I did. I spoke menacingly calm, “If you… fucking touched her… I will destroy you.”  
 
    His smug smirk, while he looked down, touching his lips, was enough of an answer. It was all but a yes. I pushed him before I walked away. Palmer didn’t bother speaking; she just followed me. I stopped in the kitchen and contemplated the contents that could get me drunk quickest, before I settled on the entire bottle of Jack Daniels. 
 
    I refused to go outside to cool down, like everyone suggested. I wanted my presence to linger, my anger to emanate off of me, and my intensity to ruin their good time. I kept searching for Layla in the crowds, in each room. I finally found her laughing next to B. She looked beautiful, not one hint of pain or anger. I leaned against the wall, just watching her from a distance. I could have been content if every time I blinked my eyes, I didn’t see the memory flash of her guest or his smirk when I mentioned touching her. 
 
    She pushed her hair to one side. The heat felt thick in each room, sticky in some. We were over capacity, and the only result of it was the heat. 
 
    A slew of dark pink bruises covered her neck. I knew exactly what they were and who caused them. They were hickies, from someone sucking at sensitive skin and resulting in an irritation like that.  
 
    I hadn’t given anyone a kissing bruise since high school. It was juvenile… and a waste of time. My efforts were better spent using my tongue. 
 
    “We break up, and now she’s a slut?” 
 
    Palmer didn’t expect me to talk, but she welcomed the exchange. I had been silent the whole time she followed me. I was the worst party company. 
 
    She tried to defend her, “Maybe that’s as far as it went.” 
 
    My eyes slanted, as I looked at her unbelieving. “It’s Layla. She fucking gets wet if I look at her too long.” 
 
    Palmer tried not to laugh, but the sound was the furthest thing from my mind. I walked over to Layla, standing behind her, looking at the marks I knew Hunter left. I leaned forward, saying directly in her exposed ear, “Fucking Hunter now?” 
 
    I expected an abundant amount of anger to overspill from her, but she seemed calm, as she turned to face me. “Why would it matter, Oliver? You couldn’t even survive a holiday break.” 
 
    Any reminder of my inability to hold onto people I love, instead of pushing them away, stung—so much so that I didn’t even know how to respond. My whole body tensed, even more than when I saw Hunter’s mark left on her neck. 
 
    She pushed by me, walking away just like before—just like I continuously did to her, abandoning her one day at a time, leaving her in complete silence. Everything about this moment triggered a panic I had to drive back down to remain unfazed. I followed her, determined to get out more than some sly remark. 
 
    Mid-hallway, she stopped walking away and turned around to face me. “What’s your problem? Are you gonna follow me all night?”  
 
    I planned to respond yes, but she left no room when she continued, “I already cried. I already did everything I had to; to let go of whatever kept pulling me to you. I’m over this bad boy bullshit.” 
 
    Bad boy bullshit? That was a low blow for someone who just recently developed the sass needed to talk back. My bad boy image wasn’t supporting some ulterior motive. Not this time. Not with her. 
 
    Nothing about Layla was a game—not taking her virginity or telling her all my secrets, or falling for her so hard it scared me back into numbing myself instead. She made me feel weak and strong at the same time—avoiding love’s tempting arms and giving in to old habits just to stay clear. 
 
    I resorted to what I knew best: cruelty. “Everything you had to…? Huh, Layla? Like fucking Hunter?”  
 
    I could visibly see her anger rising to the surface. Her eyes got intense, and her body so stiff I looked for signs of breathing. I watched her move another inch closer to me. “And I’m supposed to believe you spent the entire break alone? No Jade, Elizabeth, or whatever else you could get?”  
 
    Whatever else. Not someone. 
 
    I walked into her, until it forced her to move back into the wall behind her. I wanted it to be as simple as kissing her or touching her, but nothing that simple was ever worth having. I knew from experience, with the exact people she accused me of having sex with. 
 
    I let myself get so close if she inhaled too deeply she’d be brushing against me. “Look, Layla, you’re a big girl. Fuck who you want, but don’t accuse me of doing what you did to cope.”  
 
    She scoffed between us, rolling her eyes, “I know you, Oliver. You rarely go without.” 
 
    Now I felt the anger rising in me at an alarming pace. My desire to kiss and make up had been snuffed out. “I don’t need to fuck my way through forgetting. I spent my entire break self-loathing, because loving someone doesn’t go away by having meaningless sex, Layla. Didn’t Hunter teach you anything?” 
 
    Her hand shoved me like I would move. Her other hand clutched her Solo cup with too much force creating deep indentations around her fingertips. I took her obviously silence as my opportunity to walk away. There weren’t any winners when both of us were hurt, but it was worth having the last word.  
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket, pressing the conversation from two days ago, and typing. Did you hit the party? In need of rescuing. 
 
    I watched the three dots blink, waiting for her reply. I attempted to stay sober, and I succeeded until Layla all but admitted to letting Hunter touch her in a way I claimed to be mine. Her nervous hands, the way she’d whimper, her innocent eyes looking up at me, and the sounds that would pour from her lips—all mine. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    I sulked upstairs after convincing a pledge to move, just by looking at him with intent to hurt. I found an empty room and closed the door behind me; privacy was key these days. Caden’s big brother act was annoying enough without making it easier for him. I laid on my back, trying not to feel everything I was, but without my old habits, I was stuck in a tornado of heartache.  
 
    Finally, Jade’s text came through: I’m here… always fashionably late. Just in time for drunk college kids. 
 
    I didn’t bother with small talk; we both appreciated it. We both had goals to accomplish.  
 
    Upstairs. Second door. 
 
    I let my phone slip from my hand, as I let my arms spread out. My message was sent, and that’s all that mattered. 
 
    I kept picturing Hunter touching Layla, kissing Layla, on top of Layla. I was thrown into a memory that wasn’t mine. I didn’t even notice Jade arrive or even how much time had passed. I sat up and felt the moisture on my face from rebellious tears. I quickly wiped the residue away before she could see.  
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I let tears overrun my eyes. 
 
    “Did someone ask for goodies? Ask, and you shall receive.” 
 
    She sat on the bed next to me, “I saw her downstairs with some guy. Guessing she didn’t run back to you?” 
 
    I glared at her, hoping she’d understand to shut up, but she kept talking, like the silence was too unbearable. I finally barked out, “You’re ruining my high. Shut up.” 
 
    I pinched a small amount in the groove between my thumb and pointer finger before I pushed my hand to my nose. This was how Layla was supposed to make me feel, not this off-white substance. Who was I kidding? I was just a pretty face with an ugly past and one of those was always going to be too much for girls like Layla. 
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    I wanted to hate him, but I couldn’t. Oliver was as complicated as I was warned. And that warning had become first-hand experience. 
 
    He walked away, taking his scent that engulfed me with him. The heat coming from his body was no longer hitting me. The absence made me feel cold. He owned being hard and distant, designed to avoid getting hurt. His smoky eyes were not disappointed in me, but deeply hurt, something I’m sure few people accomplished.  
 
    I didn’t feel accomplished. I felt guilty for some unknown reason.  
 
    I wanted to go after him, but I decided against it. Instead, I found Hunter standing with everyone. Caden’s loyalty crashed against me as soon as I was close enough. He got up from sitting, “So is this the sequel? I only like originals.”  
 
    I expected this from him. I actually expected worse, but I was sure it was still coming. 
 
    Palmer laughed, not following what was happening at all. No one was filling her in. They were too busy looking at me for answers.  
 
    Finally, I blurted out, “No one is replacing other people, Caden.” 
 
    He smirked, like he had the winning blow ready, “Well, you were gone for two months. No texts, no calls. Now you show up with this bum-ass version of Ollie and no Ollie in sight. What are we supposed to think, Layla?”  
 
    Hunter’s fist was clenched, and I knew from my high school experience that pushing him never ended well. It usually ended with him leaving school for months in hopes a detention center loosened his fists. I let the back of my hand bump his fist purposely—a silent gesture that it didn’t need to end in blows. 
 
    I flexed my new strength, telling Caden, “What goes on between Oliver and me isn’t your business.” 
 
    Caden got as close as he did when he told me all the sins that kept him up at night. The same type of rage motivated him. Leaning down enough for our eyes to become level he said quieter, but not less angry, “Actually it is my business. While you ran away, I got to clean up the mess you left. I got to babysit and watch some tortured version of him walk around, looking like my best friend. He’s a recovering addict, Layla. Are you that stupid or that naive? A lot has changed since you left and hooked up with pretty boy.” 
 
    Just like his sins, these words felt just as heavy. I felt my body become dizzy, my heart sank, and the confusion of being mad at him or not became less clear. I swallowed hard, frozen, even though I begged my legs to move, to run. 
 
    It took looking at everyone staring back at me with their questioning, judgmental, protective eyes before I could pull away to move. I felt overwhelmed and even more confused than I already did. The music was amplifying my heart rate. I felt the alcohol create space between me and my ability to focus. I needed to escape everything; the cold chill outside wasn’t appealing. I made my way to the stairs.  
 
    A young, toned, skin-like-chocolate boy stood at the bottom of the stairs like a guard. He looked incredibly serious about his task, and it was intimidating. 
 
    Softly I tapped his shoulder with my finger, “Um, I’m trying to go upstairs.” 
 
    He barely looked at me more than a second, “It’s occupied.” 
 
    A whole second floor was occupied? Seriously? 
 
    I tapped his shoulder again, “Seriously? I need to go upstairs. You have no idea how overwhelmed I feel right now, and I can’t fucking think with all this going on down here.” 
 
    He laughed at me, like what I said was funny.  
 
    My eyebrows arched, and with wide eyes, I stared at him, hoping he realized how much he just potentially pissed me off.  
 
    “You’re Ollie’s girl aren’t you? They said you’re innocent, but you have a vicious glare.” 
 
    I was still stuck on being called his girlfriend to wonder how I acquired the infamy of a glare. I tried to hold my glare up to conceal how red my cheeks flushed and the sting of his ignorance to my status of single.  
 
    He slid to the left, letting me pass, finally. Each step felt freeing, further away from the heat and loud music. My thoughts got louder and louder. The upstairs was quiet and bare. I randomly chose a door, since all of them were closed. I braced myself to see something I didn’t want to see, but the room remained silent. It was safe; no one having sex or whatever privacy gave people. 
 
    Keeping my eyes low, I pushed the door open all the way, rushed inside, and leaned against the now-closed door, like I finally trapped all the emotions on the other side. My eyes were closed. I needed to focus, and I knew I would analyze my surroundings instead if they stayed open. 
 
    Two large breaths relaxed my shoulders, falling to the typical placement instead of up by my ears. I thought out loud, “I did nothing wrong. They’re just being protective...” Soothing myself, I froze when I heard rustling against the comforter on the bed. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I peeled open my eyes slowly, and I recognized him instantly. Even with his tattoos covered, I knew him by the messy hair and the faint smell of cigarettes. 
 
    Oliver. 
 
    The deep thoughts of confusion died down, and the tension grew in my muscles. I analyzed his lifeless body, slumped over and limp. He didn’t seem like himself at all—at least not the same guy who was in the hallway with me not long ago. I couldn’t place it beyond his posture. 
 
    I blurted out, “Are you drunk?” 
 
    His laughter was rarely heard. When I had gotten him to laugh, he had held his smirk suppressing it. It was already hard to recognize, but at this moment, it was displaced.  
 
    I watched him get up without answering me. He walked over to me, and I already felt like melting. His eyes were cloudy,  like the sky before a storm, that I knew well. It usually came before his lips crashed against mine. 
 
    I waited for his next move, but instead of kissing me he hovered, teasing. He held up his phone showing me the screen. “7 minutes until midnight. Did you come up here for a New Year’s kiss, Layla?” 
 
    “No, I came up here to avoid your friends blaming me for what went wrong. I didn’t do anything wrong, Oliver. Maybe you could fill them in.” 
 
    I watched his damn smirk spread wider. “They’ll get over it. It’s none of their business.” 
 
    That line would only work coming from him. 
 
    He stole inches between us pushing further into me. I tried to hold on to the anger, but it was slipping away. I needed to grasp onto my cruelty, “I won’t get over it. You pushed me away for no reason. I didn’t wanna go back home for two months. I couldn’t tell my mom she blew $650 on a non-refundable plane ticket for nothing. My mom doesn’t have that kind of money to throw away, Oliver.” 
 
    His head dipped, avoiding looking at me, and his hands pushed against the door behind me. I was trapped without feeling trapped; instead, I felt liberated. I was sure pressing his palms to stay flat against the door was easing his desire to make fists. 
 
    “You could have said that. You could have warned me. I wouldn’t have let myself get that far.” 
 
    My face twisted analyzing his words, “What do you mean, get so far?” Right now, that was my only focus, getting the answers I didn’t have two months ago—regardless of how much my heart ached to confess what I couldn’t the night before I left and to make him feel the guilt I carried for him.  
 
    Suddenly, his lips crashed against mine. His tongue pushed between my lips, and tasting him was intoxicating. I opened my mouth, letting my own language wrestle with his. His hands fell from the door behind me down the front of my body, only for his fingers to find the bottom of my shirt. His hands felt like fire pushing under my shirt. The tips barely touched the wire in my bra when he pulled away to say, “Happy New Year, Layla.” 
 
    I felt weak, but I still managed to ask, “Get so far…?” I was like a broken record. I needed answers, even two months and a New Year’s kiss later. 
 
    His lips brushed mine. I was sure in some lazy hope that I would forget that I asked anything. “Don’t make me repeat it. Just let me kiss you… and touch you…” 
 
    Repeat it? I never heard his excuse a first time. 
 
    I let my hand tug the bottom of his shirt between us—a weakness of his I picked up on after we started fooling around. “I felt guilty for two months for no reason. I’m not fucking you when you can’t even explain what happened between us.” 
 
    He ultimately pulled away with a heavy sigh, and my lazy grasp let go of his shirt. “Why are you so difficult? What do you want me to tell you? None of it is gonna make you feel better.” 
 
    I witnessed my own vision blur slightly, as the tears welled up in my eyes. We were happy, and suddenly we weren’t. I couldn’t pinpoint what went wrong. All I knew was that I couldn’t just forget and let sex be the magic that fixed us. I couldn’t be that girl—no matter how much more comfortable that seemed. 
 
    “I want you to tell me the truth!” 
 
    His eyes darkened. “You think the truth is going to make you feel better, Layla? Then have the truth. While I was inside of you, you were going to confess to loving me. It was all over your face. And I don’t do love… everything but, so I broke it off.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Caden said you were tortured all break. If you didn’t have feelings too, then you would have been fine.” 
 
    He became cruel instantly, like a professional at hurting people. “And what’s your truth, Layla? How good did Hunter feel between those legs? And how about those childish marks all over your neck?” 
 
    I felt a volatile mix of anger and pain. My fists were clenched so tightly I could feel my nails making small crescent-moons, while I blinked away new tears.  
 
    “You really think I could love you and have sex with someone else?” 
 
    His fingers pushed back my hair examining the marks Hunter left. That’s all I’d let him do over break, kiss me and touch my breasts, but those details would only spur on his desire to break his nose again. 
 
    He stayed silent, so I spoke again, almost in a whisper, “Why couldn’t you let me love you?” I felt the words shake me to my core, pressuring more tears, and tremors raced through my limbs. 
 
    His hand slipped down to my hip in a distracting way. “You should have let him fuck you, Layla. Make this easier for us both.” He paused, looking at me with zero cruelty or rage; this was something else. He continued, “Because it’s not easy letting you love me. It never works out. My mom didn’t want me, so I was put in the foster care system. My dad never wanted me, but did it for his wife. Elizabeth never wanted me, but the bad boy image instead. I can’t give in just to find out you don’t want me either. I need guarantees.” 
 
    A silence lingered, and his lips brushed mine before he said, “So you can love me, but I’m gonna fight loving you.” 
 
    Nothing he said made my heart ache less.  
 
    Nothing made me want to heal him more than hearing his voice break when he spoke about being so unwanted.  
 
    Nothing was going to change how connected I felt to him—not two months,  not this argument, and not so much disappointment—nothing could alter how I felt. 
 
    Why couldn’t we just hold on until comfort took over and we became the people after this? After the fighting, the fear, and distracting possibility that this all went up in flames. 
 
    I could hold out hope for any version of Oliver. 
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    She didn’t fight her way out of my touch, and there were no visible tears, but this was the first time I was at a loss as to how she felt.  
 
    Layla was transparent, at least to me. Her big blue eyes, the way she’d hold her mouth, the tension in her shoulders, the way she bit her lip… all spoke volumes.  
 
    She was pushed up against a door, while my body stayed still against her and her expression was blank. I knew she couldn’t be numb—not like I was. I felt untouchable. I couldn’t even feel the guilt I knew was automatic.  
 
    I broke her in record time. This was the look of a shattered heart when I confessed I wouldn’t let myself fall for her, even if it’s what I wanted. If she didn’t hate me before, then she would now. All my body let me be concerned with was my hard on pressed against her leg as I pressed against her.  
 
    I kissed around her lips, while my fingertips inched up her torso teasing the outline of her bra without grabbing what I wanted. 
 
    “We both need this, Layla.”  
 
    I kept my eyes low between us, avoiding her vulnerable expression. 
 
    “It doesn’t fix anything.” 
 
    Her delicate hands closed around the bottom hem of my shirt anyways, holding onto me like I’d float away if she didn’t. She was right. Sex wouldn’t fix anything, but it was a constantly made mistake in relationships. It was the easy way out—all the pleasure and none of the pain. 
 
    I shook my head, letting my fingers tease her hard nipples and the metal protruding from her piercings.  
 
    “We aren’t going to be able to fix this now anyways, so let’s just enjoy each other…”  
 
    It was the cocaine begging, bartering, her to give in to me. 
 
    I hadn’t slept with anyone since she left, and I crossed desperate weeks ago. In my rare moments of sobriety, I decided I couldn’t hurt her like that, yet I hurt her even more by telling her I couldn’t love her.  
 
    Smart. 
 
    She licked her lips quickly, and I knew she planned to kiss me after all. I became harder by the minute; the tightness in my crotch  grew more uncomfortable. I took my hand back from giving her nipples attention to adjust myself. I unbuttoned and unzipped my jeans, not caring how forward it was, as I pushed my hand down between us. I pulled my length up against me, concealing myself instead of creating a tent,  and even my own touch had me groaning.  
 
    It wouldn’t spring out now, like a loaded gun when my underwear finally came off. She was already timid, and I didn’t need her to rethink this.  
 
    I refocused my eyes back on her and realized she was watching intently. She confirmed it with one look: Hunter only fed her desire; he hadn’t satisfied it, not like I would.  
 
    My hands wrestled with the button and zipper on her jeans before I pulled her shirt above her head in one swift move. I missed seeing this body outside my dreams and only in the moments my hand was wrapped around myself.  
 
    Her hands returned to the hem of my shirt pulling me closer instead of urging it off.  
 
    I whispered, “I’ve missed you…” That was me talking, not the drugs. 
 
    Her mouth was exactly how I remembered. Not just warm and wet, but the faint taste of tropical fruit. Our mouths were hungry for more, pushing our tongues wildly past each other’s lips. My hands reach around her to cup her ass, pushing her even more against me. A small whimper escaped her mouth, and I knew she was done being teased.  
 
    I only let my mouth pull away from her, not my body, “Take off your pants.” 
 
    Her hands didn’t let go of my shirt, like she was afraid I would institute more time apart, or worse. She didn’t move one inch. I couldn’t tell if she was rethinking this or simply too scared to let go of me.  
 
    I still didn’t give her any space as my hands pulled on her jeans around her grasp on me. I smirked, looking down at her plain pastel blue cotton panties.  
 
    This was another confirmation that she hadn’t planned on sleeping with anyone tonight. 
 
    I wanted to kiss her neck and reclaim her, but just the thought of him touching her made me angry. I kissed her breasts through her sheer bra instead. My lips clamped down around her hard nipples, tugging gently enough to invoke the small whimpering noises I loved.  
 
    I felt like only a second went by before her hands let go of my shirt’s hem and laid flat against my chest pushing me gently away. My relaxed body was easy to manipulate how she wanted, even if it meant pushing me away. 
 
    “I can’t be this girl.”  
 
    I swallowed a groan, trying not to be pissed off and turned on, “Be what girl, Layla?” 
 
    I pulled away, further giving her space for her frantic hands to zip up her jeans and pull her top back on. She looked more confused than ever. 
 
    “The one that just forgives you because I like how you kiss me. The one that makes hurting me seem minuscule. The one who loves you and you can’t love back. We’re a ticking time bomb, Oliver.” 
 
    With every word, she erased every ounce of me that was turned on. The tightness in my jeans was the quickest to vanish. Then the heat and tingles against my skin disappeared next. 
 
    I wanted to stand. I wanted to argue. I wanted to beg for her forgiveness, but the blow circulating my will wouldn’t let me.  
 
    “Okay… then leave, Layla.”  
 
    I watched the gray tears streak her cheeks, and I still felt nothing. I didn’t know what to say or what to do to make this better for her. When someone tells you they can’t “just forgive you” they’re asking you for more without any hints. I never understood why girls would beg and demand for a certain outcome, but refuse to give us any hints to make it happen.  
 
    She choked out, “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    Because I didn’t know how to fix this either? Because I didn’t argue or cry? None of it was worth asking, so I stayed quiet and watched her walk away thinking the worst. 
 
      
 
    Aspen was the only one out of all of us who participated in serial dating. I watched him constantly come up with some great plan or idea in the hopes it would be exactly whoever he was currently dating wanted. With no hints, he normally was wrong. They’d argue; she’d confess what she really wanted; and the cycle would continue.  
 
    Aspen gave up dating after the wreck. That was his last girlfriend, and he destroyed her in a very physical way. I didn’t blame him for staying clear of relationships. 
 
    Caden was all benefits and no feelings. He was to the point, direct, and as much of an asshole as me. One time I was headed to my room, when Caden’s door opened, letting out his latest hook up.  
 
    She asked him all hopeful, “Aren’t you going to walk me out?”  
 
    He pointed to the door, right at the bottom of the stairs, and told her, “It’s right there.”  
 
    It made me laugh to this day. 
 
    B was a frequent flyer—an anomaly. I’d ask, but getting in people’s business was another thing I didn’t do. 
 
    I was a contradiction and an enigma. I didn’t date; I didn’t love; I didn’t go out of my way for women. Yet I dated Elizabeth loosely for a year. Most of that year, I was numb. I never had the motivation to break up with her. Maybe it was convenient; maybe it was my excuse to keep other girls at a distance.  
 
    All I really know is I thought it was love until Layla was in my way at the coffee shop. It was one single moment, a simple look, and I knew I had more hope and attention for her than I ever did for Elizabeth. It was intriguing; Layla was someone who saw me, not my mistakes. 
 
    I only sat up from laying down on the strange bed with the intention of pinching a dose of blow onto the dip between my thumb and pointer finger. I couldn’t get her pain-stricken face out of my mind. There was no better time to encourage my senses to stay numb.  
 
    I knew I needed to talk to Aspen about dating. Normally, Caden was the only one I let into my mind, but he had zero experience of advice to dispense.  
 
    I ripped the phone case from my phone and laid the thin baggy inside before reattaching it to the back of my phone. Old habits die hard, all my tricks flooded back, like I never stopped using them. I learned very quickly that pockets was always where someone looked first, and I wasn’t getting caught this time. 
 
    Downstairs was still obnoxious, wild, and sloppy. Finding my friends was always pretty simple. They were creatures of habit.  
 
    Caden slapped my hand, pulling me into him for a quick embrace. His eyes were still analyzing my every move for the one that would scream: “I fell off the wagon.” I couldn’t care any less even if he found out I didn’t stop after one night and didn’t plan to. The sensation of not feeling was powerful. Everything seemed funny without the pressure of taking every moment seriously or cautiously or whatever hang up you had.  
 
    I made a point of pulling Aspen to the same kind of embrace, despite not being as close. He seemed distracted by something across the room, and my eyes scanned the room. Caden slapped my bicep like I wasn’t supposed to bring attention to whatever it was.  
 
    Aspen’s tense face didn’t loosen when he filled me in. “She’s here. She’s back at school.” 
 
    I swallowed hard knowing exactly who “she” was, as I searched for the confirmation.  
 
    Maddison. Holy shit. 
 
    None of us had seen Maddison since freshman year, before the car accident. She was in the hospital for months with two broken legs as a result of his car slamming into a cement divider. We thought she transferred schools, just to avoid all of us, probably the same way Layla would now.  
 
    I didn’t blame Maddison for avoiding us, even now. After the crash, we all snapped to blaming her without any of the facts. We all questioned why she wasn’t driving in the first place when she wasn’t drunk. She was just a byproduct of Aspen being drunk, just like the crushed car.  
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off of her.  
 
    “Hey, man… I’ve got some relationship questions,” I said to him. 
 
    “Uh, what…?” He looked confused for a minute, then nodded his head yes after a quick swig of his beer. That was the only acknowledgment I got that he heard me. 
 
    “Layla won’t forgive me or fuck me.” 
 
    His voice sounded flat, “That’s a statement, Ollie, not a question. Aren’t you a lit major?”  
 
    I got tense and shoved my hands in my pockets, as they fisted up. I reminded myself he was too distracted to realize I was opening up—another thing I didn’t do often.  
 
    “How am I supposed to fix it?” 
 
    He chuckled, holding his beer to his lips, “Wrong guy to ask, buddy. I put my last girlfriend in the hospital for half a year.”  
 
    I was slowly getting more angry with him. “You’re the only one who dates. Who else am I supposed to ask?” 
 
    He sighed, taking his eyes off her, “You were her first everything, Ollie. Everything is more sensitive. Did you try asking her?” 
 
    He seemed annoyed, like he was explaining the concept of being forgiven to a five year old, and this was his fifth attempt.  
 
    “No, she made it clear that I won’t be forgiven.” 
 
    Aspen’s heavy hand fell on my shoulder, “Sex isn’t being sorry, Ollie. Not unless it’s making love, and I doubt that’s something you do.” 
 
    That one remark ignited the slow burn I felt at the bottom of my stomach turning into a raging fire. I wasn’t incapable of love; I was in love with Layla. I was avoiding making it worse—avoiding telling her and falling harder for her. It was a lost cause, because love was against everything I was. 
 
    My friends joked all of high school and freshman year of college that I must fall in love easy because I met Elizabeth, and we quickly started dating. Then I met Jade, and they all knew about her. I became as addicted to her as what she sold me. None of it was love, though; it was biding my time and entertainment. After everything fell apart with both of them, I became the villain who must have had a heart drenched in false depth and permanent black to hurt two people at once. 
 
    Caden was more familiar with recognizing my anger than Aspen. Aspen had only seen it in small bursts, while he was sober.  
 
    Caden swung his arms around both of our necks, whispering, “You’re both cute. I’m not breaking up another fight.” 
 
    We both laughed uncontrollably. Caden had a way of manipulating discomfort to something more tolerable: relief.  
 
    Hunter stalked over leaning over the pong table between us. “Have you seen Layla?” 
 
    I’m sure my face wasn’t scrunched up in a happy expression when I looked at him. It felt like a snarl. My silence wasn’t amusing, when he gestured to the air between us waiting for answer.  
 
    “Does it look like I’ve seen Layla?” 
 
    He straightened up, and I could see the protective defenses making their way to the surface. “I saw her go upstairs running after you.” 
 
    I folded my arms against my ribs, smirking at his concern for a girl he didn’t know the way I did. “If she wanted to be around you, then she would be, bro. She doesn’t do what people want. Clearly,” I told him. 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth. I wanted sex, and that hadn’t happened. I wanted to be forgiven and, instead, only cemented the fact that she always did whatever she wanted. 
 
    I could tell he was about to say something wild when his palms pressed against the wet pong table, and he leaned forward. “She does what I want. In fact, I got my way all of holiday break.” 
 
    I stayed so silent, forgetting to breathe, as I contemplated making my night worse or not. Layla wasn’t forgiving me; I was high again; so what did it matter if I showed zero restraint against his jabs? 
 
    Control flew out of the window when I grabbed his leather jacket, yanking him closer to me across the table. The pleasure of hurting him created an almost permanent smirk across my face. I leaned into him, slightly making sure to keep eye contact, as I growled, “Some hickies? That’s what you wanted?”  
 
    I heard the boys laugh, before I continued, “She thought of me the whole time.”  
 
    He was able to get out of my grip easily, but I didn’t expect him to overturn the skinny pong table between us and step over it without a care in the world. This behavior seemed as comfortable as my cruelty. He stood not even an inch from me, making sure I saw him. This must be the damaging version Layla knew so well and compared my reputation to. 
 
    “You were the furthest thing from her mind, while she was moaning my name.” 
 
    I knew she didn’t sleep with him. She wasn’t capable of lying like that, but his words irritated me in a way I had to act on. I grabbed him again, without the table between us, pulling him like a weightless rag doll.  
 
    Caden rushed to get us apart before it turned into breaking his nose again. I wanted to break something—anything, everything… 
 
    Caden’s hiss tried to fit into a whisper, “What the fuck is wrong with you, man? Stop letting him goat you!” 
 
    My hands loosened my grasp on Hunter, but I kept my narrowed eyes on him. He seemed like the type to talk shit and wait to catch you off guard by throwing a cheap shot. I didn’t trust him at all, and now Caden was irritating me just as much with his snap judgments. 
 
    My eyes didn’t leave Hunter, and his hands had balled up into tight fists, when I was really speaking to Caden, as I said, “Don’t start with me. I’m not gonna stand here and ignore the shit he’s saying about my girl.” 
 
    Hunter didn’t catch me off guard, but I wasn’t reacting quick enough either. “Get use to her not being your girl anymore.” 
 
    There were no more words after that—no more jabs exchanged. We started maniacally wrestling for control, just before her voice pierced right through my anger. I heard my name roll off her tongue: “Oliver!”  
 
    I knew I needed to stop, but something drove my fist into his jaw anyways. My hand stabilized his jaw, forcing him to look at me, and I said, “I will never stop when it comes to her. Do you understand me? She’ll never not be mine. Even if by some miracle she lets you fuck her, get used to being second best.” 
 
    I backed away, letting the space grow between us, and I watched him smirk, like he enjoyed the pain. I folded my arms against my chest, looking directly at Layla, who was staring at us, mortified and concerned. I wondered who the concern was for.  
 
    She walked over to me on fire, with anger so fierce it was poisoning the air around her. “What is your problem?! I invited him here. You don’t need to be destructive 24/7!” 
 
    I didn’t care that she was yelling at me, at least she was talking to me. “Keep your little fuck buddies away from me, Layla,” was my only reply. 
 
    I watched her face morph into an even angrier one. “Excuse me, Oliver? I told you what happened. I was honest, and I took the risk because you were worth it.” 
 
    She didn’t mean Hunter or my current anger. She meant us. She took a risk with her heart, and I didn’t risk anything for her. I got out before it became a real risk.  
 
    I leaned down in a condescending manner and said, “Well, maybe I’m the wrong risk.” 
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    The party went on too long. After Layla ran away again, I started pounding alcohol like it was water and I was dehydrated.  
 
    I woke up in a pool of my own sweat, in my own bed, with no memory of how the night ended or how I got back to my room. I sat up grabbing my phone from the bedside table and read 1:30 PM. I hadn’t slept more than a couple of hours since, well, my benders before rehab. I forgot how easy it was to lose hours to a state of unbeing. I wasn’t wearing any clothes, and my eyes scanned across my room for any clues. Clothes that didn’t belong to me, a condom wrapper, or anything that didn’t fit.  
 
    Nothing was out of place, and before I knew it, my hands were prying my phone case from my phone, revealing the small bag hiding in plain sight. Autopilot took over even more, as I peeled apart the bag’s small press-and-seal system. My bathroom door flew open, and Elizabeth came parading out from my shower wearing my towel wrapped around her wet body.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    It was like she heard my inner thoughts when she said, “Oh my god, relax… we didn’t have sex. You got wasted last night, and I crashed here. I’m not using the community shower in a Frat house. Thank you, next.” 
 
    I wrapped a loose fist around the baggy, making sure she wouldn’t see it and also that I wouldn’t lose any product with the seal gaping open still.  
 
    “My head is killing me, so take down the volume. I don’t have clothes on, Elizabeth. Care to explain that?” 
 
    She made her way to my desk with her clothes; that’s why I hadn’t been able to find any fabric that didn’t belong. She started rummaging through my drawers, as she spoke, “You undressed yourself, Ollie. We all get you love Layla. No one is trying to piss you off about her. We all saw the warning signs.” 
 
    I watched her eyes go wide, like I should contemplate being embarrassed, but that required remembering. She dropped the towel, pulling on a pair of my boxers and a plain T-shirt from another drawer. This felt like the past re-living itself without me.  
 
    “I don’t remember anything after Hunter flipped the pong table.”  
 
    Her face looked fresh and vibrant; she must have taken the night off from drinking. Who was I kidding? Elizabeth was the girl who could get wasted, still wake up at 8, and not have an ache in her body. That wasn’t what I was analyzing her for though; I needed to confirm we didn’t have sex.  
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed, looking at me worriedly, “Seriously? Nothing?”  
 
    Now I was kind of worried too. “Why? What?” 
 
    She made uncomfortable faces as she explained, “You got into it with Hunter again, then you and Layla argued in front of everyone about you being destructive, even with her, and then you made a crazy announcement after somebody hit on her. That she would always be yours.” 
 
    I only responded in my head: Fuuuuck… 
 
    “Can you get the fuck out so I can put some clothes on?” 
 
    It was harsher than I intended, but she stood up slowly. “You really are an asshole sometimes. Think of how embarrassing that is for her—everyone in the middle of her relationship drama. Half the campus was here last night. Oh, excuse me, not ‘relationship drama’, I should say, ‘fuck buddy drama’.” 
 
    I stood up after closing the baggy under the blanket and pushed the covers off my body. I looked at her with instant anger. “She’s not a fuck buddy.” 
 
    She stopped at the door, “Then why won’t you let yourself love her?” 
 
    I waited for the door to be closed without answering her rhetorical question, before I reopened the baggy and sat there with my elbows on my knees. Today was the day I was going to stop. Today was going to be the day I begged for her forgiveness, regardless of whether or not she forgave me Today I was going back to chasing the high of Layla, not this shit in my hand. 
 
    The thought of Hunter thinking he had a chance was more motivating than the torture I had been living with. That torture was comfortable. 
 
    I grabbed my phone and texted Layla: Meet me at Intuition in 30. 
 
    I closed my eyes, as the baggy dropped into the toilet, and I flushed it quickly, before I had the chance to fish out the protected product, with its own version of a scuba suit.  
 
    My phone buzzed against the counter loudly, and I read her reply: Why? Didn’t you do and say enough last night? 
 
    I looked up at the ceiling with my phone in my hand, like somehow the answer would just fall down on me. I typed with fierce honesty, instead of cruelty: Because you terrify me. Because you know all my secrets and sins. Because it doesn’t matter if I fight this, I still feel it. Because I’m destroying myself without you. Because I don’t care how much you’ll regret me 10 years from now if it means having you now. 
 
    I felt my body get weak, submitting to the feelings that had been growing since the day I met her. I looked in the mirror for any obvious changes, and the only ones I could spot were backlash from doing blow for two months. My eyes carried puffy bruises from being tired; my lips were cracked and dry; and my muscles looked slightly deflated.  
 
    I wanted to break the mirror for not giving me the confidence I begged it for. Now I was vulnerable, weak, and being too honest about how I felt. Great. This shit better not be permanent. 
 
    I got dressed and headed downstairs towards the familiar voices. Everyone was in the living room, including B, but no Layla. I didn’t stop to say hey or ask what was up. Caden saw me breeze by to put my shoes on when he came over to me, “You’re still using? Last night made that obvious. Old destructive Ollie made an appearance.” 
 
    Why was everyone using this buzzword all of a sudden? Destructive. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, staying quiet. I didn’t have time for this. 
 
    Caden didn’t whisper, but his voice was low enough, “We can talk about this privately or publicly, Ollie.” He grabbed my arm, stopping me from leaving, when I kept ignoring his attempts for my attention, he said, “Great. Family meeting it is.”  
 
    He announced it to the group, and we all knew that meant something serious—so serious he had to remind us to think of each other like family to get through whatever it was. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I pulled my arm back. “Seriously. I’m busy. I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall, giving me space, “You’re not busy. You just don’t wanna do this.” 
 
    Aspen asked, “What’s going on? Last time we had a family meeting it was about me and the crash.” 
 
    I went to rehab before that, so Caden missed his chance to hold some meeting to keep everyone on the same page, like he did when Aspen got in above his head. It wasn’t really a family meeting; it was what I would call forcing everyone to babysit.  
 
    This was a lot heavier than making sure Aspen was scared straight. Off the booze and checking all the boxes the court told him to. 
 
    Caden’s attention didn’t leave me, and he ignored Aspen talking all together. My snarl was so tight it was painful. He stared at me, trying to peer beyond my anger.  
 
    “Tell me you stopped, and we don’t have to do this.” He was begging me to tell him what he wanted to hear. “You’re fucking using still because of some bitch. Seriously, Ollie?” 
 
    I took a big step into his anger. “Don’t fucking call her that.” 
 
    His words didn’t go unheard when Elizabeth stood up repeating him, “You’re using again?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, hoping this was some kind of bad dream. I was forced to respond, when it was asked twice.  
 
    With one heavy sigh, I answered, “It’s not that serious. We don’t need to do this. I have somewhere to be.” 
 
    Elizabeth looked like she’d burst into tears at any moment. This was getting too emotional. I already dumped my hidden feelings in a text to Layla. My phone buzzed in back pocket, and I reached for it, reading, from Layla, a simple: Okay.  
 
    As much as she hated me right now for hurting her, she was still taking all the risk by giving me a chance. We both knew that. 
 
    Caden snatched the phone from my hands and tucked it in his back pocket. “Is that your dealer? Is that where you need to be?” 
 
    I gave him a look like I couldn’t believe he said that out loud. I wasn’t that far gone.  
 
    “Are we done? Is everyone on the same page enough for you, Caden?” 
 
    Elizabeth sat back down, as Hayley coddled her through the news. “Is it because of her?” 
 
    Caden spoke for me: “Before she left for holiday, that party, I found him with Jade doing blow. I gave him a one day pass, because she was leaving, but I guess he really never stopped.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again, pushing all of the voices behind the black of my eyelids. I could feel the judgment seeping in without the matching faces. I leaned against the doorframe of the living room. “Yes, I’m in love with a girl who left me for months. Shocker: I’m not great with abandonment or having zero control over how I feel for her. So I did some fucking blow and stayed numb until she was back. I’m good now.” 
 
    Aspen looked at me, as the most betrayed, and I couldn’t place why. Maybe it was having overlapping stays at the same rehab. He asked, “Were you ‘good’ last night? Is that why you lost it… more than once?” 
 
    I rolled by eyes and let my tongue suck my teeth, trying to push back the cruelty that would only make this worse. “No, Aspen, I wasn’t good last night. I was high and drunk as fuck. You were a fucking wreck over Maddison, but I can’t act the same way over Layla or Hunter disrespecting me?”  
 
    Caden stood up, hearing my temper start to crack in my voice.  
 
    Hayley got a say next: “Are you going back to rehab?” 
 
    I shook my head no, hoping that was gonna suffice. I looked to Palmer, who was quietly observing, “Well, you wanna fucking add anything?” 
 
    “We’re here for you, Ollie… always.” 
 
    She was the only person in the room with that opinion. She had the most experience with all kinds of people. She was the most unfazed when it came to heavy shit. Everyone else took it personal, like the biggest deception and move in betrayal I could have ever come up with. I ruined their hope in me, their confidence, and trust.  
 
    I was stuck hearing more of their opinions and questions as they searched for the role they played in my demise. None of their reactions felt new; this is exactly how every acted once I was out of rehab: blaming themselves, hating me for the displaced blame, and no one asking me what was wrong with me instead—not that I would have been able to tell them anyways. 
 
    It felt like hours later by the time I found an opening of silence that I could escape. I noticed B sitting in the corner chair, completely shocked by everything she shouldn’t have witnessed.  
 
    She was easy to miss when not imitating a traffic sign—loud and attention grabbing. I walked over to her, leaning down into her personal space.  
 
    “You aren’t a part of this family. You’re some girl Caden hasn’t gotten bored with fucking yet. If Layla finds out about anything said here, I will find exactly what destroys you, and I won’t stop until you know exactly what it’s like to wanna get high to turn everything off. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Caden didn’t bother stepping in. We both knew he wanted to be this cruel when it came to this group’s privacy, but he couldn’t—not unless he wanted to stop fucking B altogether.  
 
    I walked past Caden, pushing out my hand and demanding my phone, which he fished out rather quickly. I looked at my phone. It had been an hour and ten minutes since I sent my first message. I had exactly four messages—all from Layla: 
 
    Here. I’ll be in the corner spot, where we met. 
 
    Are you running late? 
 
    You opened up, and now you’re blowing me off? Seems like we’ve been there, done that. 
 
    I can’t believe you, Oliver. I’m such an idiot. 
 
    I had never raced to my car so fast. I barely sat down before my fingers helped the keys turn the engine. My heart was racing inside my chest, and my mind kept praying she was still there waiting. I didn’t have time to text her back; my only focus was getting there before she gave up on me. 
 
    She didn’t have a car as a freshman, so I couldn’t look for her easily; I had to go inside. I had to face embarrassment and pain if she wasn’t there. 
 
    I scanned the coffee shop, searching for her face, but I was coming up empty. I walked over to the counter to the same barista who constantly yelled at me for the cigarette I twirled between my fingers when I was bored.  
 
    My anxiety translated to me barking at him, “Have you seen my girl, Layla?”  
 
    The barista, Kyle, didn’t look amused, having to talk to me directly. “The cup-o-death girl you’re always with? She was here like 20 minutes ago.” 
 
    I could feel all my organs seize up, in compliance together to stop working simultaneously. That wasn’t even the worst part. I felt the thud of my heart dropping from the weight of the ache. My chest felt empty and hollow suddenly. 
 
    I pulled my phone out to text her, but my fingers stilled, not sure what I could even say to fix this. I stood there, in the busy coffee shop, unable to move, as I kept staring at the text messages she sent as final warnings.  
 
    I typed: I got held up. I’m sorry. 
 
    I hoped the sorry was enough, but the three dots fading in and out kept vanishing, until they stopped appearing all together.  
 
    Today was the day I gave up substances, trying to imitate Layla and give in to the real thing—no matter how much that felt more dangerous than the chances of overdosing again. 
 
    How can something die inside you, before it has the chance to get out?  
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    It was all I could think about, waiting for Oliver, like some lovesick idiot. The same anxiety and nausea bubbled up inside of me just thinking about it. I barely drank my coffee on my way to lecture; I didn’t want to poor accelerant on top of my already shaken nerves. 
 
    Lecture. With Oliver. 
 
    I wanted to skip, but it was the first day of classes since holiday break, and I was looking forward to it. I wasn’t even sulking about the cold temperature outside just because it wasn’t Florida. The excitement for routines again trumped everything. 
 
    I was early, like normal, and the class was empty. No Oliver in sight either. I almost wished he was on time for a change, so we could get past this moment and my lungs could fully expand with air again. 
 
    I walked to the front row, making sure I wouldn’t be caught on the risers or trapped from making a quick getaway when class was over. I chewed on the end of a pen that didn’t write, watching the door, until I heard footsteps and immediately looked down. 
 
    20 minutes later, the tribe of girls came pouring in, all trying to occupy the first few rows. He was the single reason girls were actually doing the required reading.  
 
    It reminded me of the posters in the library back home of celebrities holding their favorite books in order to inspire more reading. Who knew that all they needed was Oliver all along. I laughed to myself. He was a hero for books—an unlikely hero…  
 
    Oliver showed up to class 10 minutes later than everyone else. He looked disheveled, more than normal, wearing a t-shirt with rips and a cardigan between the thin of his shirt’s material and a leather jacket. I wanted to look away, but my eyes were glued to his every move. I wanted him to see me and feel shame for the mess I was.  
 
    He sat there on the edge of the desk, instead of the worn in leather chair, just staring at our eagerness. It felt like minutes had passed before he spoke.  
 
    “Who here has been in love?” he asked. 
 
    Every girl raised their hand, hoping it was what he wanted to hear. “No, not that bullshit, filled with happiness and zero problems. I’m talking about tortured love. The kind you can’t run away from. The kind that makes you do stupid shit. The kind taunts you years later, when you’re married and the butterflies have faded. Who’s been in that kind of love?” 
 
    Most of the hands went down. Only a few remained up in the air proudly. I didn’t bother to participate. He couldn’t just ask a question during lecture and expect answers from me.  
 
    The silence was broken by a brave girl who asked, “Have you ever been in love like that?” 
 
    He didn’t embellish at all, “Yes.” He looked directly at me, and I felt the red heat in my cheeks spread.  
 
    He asked another question, “What stops us from being in love? Age? Differences? Peer pressure? The desire to be free instead?”  
 
    One girl said, “Maybe it’s taboo or not allowed.” 
 
    He smirked at her answer, probably fully aware she meant a teacher/student relationship. He wrote on the board, “Alice in Wonderland”. I already re-read it over break, dissecting each metaphor in preparation. He leaned against the desk again, picking up the old fragile copy he had of the story.  
 
    I looked at his fingers teasing the binding, and I felt myself swallow, remembering exactly what that felt like to be teased by him. His lips would drag along my skin, releasing his heavy breath against me, making me feel even hotter. He would fight the urge to moan, but when he finally did, it acted as a motivator spurring me on to hear more.  
 
    I swallowed again, trying to push away my memories, trying to participate in my imagination. I felt my skin prick with goosebumps and my legs rub together, trying to relieve something that hadn’t been satisfied since before break.  
 
    It wasn’t any use; Oliver could make me instantly wet, despite fighting it. 
 
    I heard my name close to me, pulling me from my lust, and I said, “Huh?” too quickly. We made eye contact, and I felt myself get more wet. He looked at me, like he knew I was wet, even though that was impossible.  
 
    “Do you have any thoughts on the author’s forbidden love for the subject?” 
 
    I was annoyed with his take on the story and partially annoyed with him interrupting my thoughts. My voice was filled with snark: “It’s not a love story, Ol—” I cut myself off before I said his name. He wasn’t my Oliver here; he was my instructor that I should only know by last name. 
 
    He adjusted himself, crossing his legs at the ankle, drawing attention to his long legs and how snug his jeans were at the crotch. I almost lost my train of thought, as my eyes racked up him.  
 
    He asked me, “Why isn’t it?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Because not everything is a love story. The author was sick and deranged. He was obsessed with a young girl, not of age, and wrote a story for her in whatever sick hope he had.” 
 
    “Because of the age, you don’t believe it could have been real love? Because you don’t agree? Would it have been more romantic if he wrote this story, waited until she was of age, and fell in love?”  
 
    My eyes shut slightly in annoyance. “She’s not of the age to know how to return feelings like that, but he was old enough to know how wrong it was.” 
 
    I watched the smirk spread across his face, during our debate. “So if it’s not a traditional love, it doesn’t count as love?” 
 
    It took me a moment to navigate if he was still talking about the book’s creepy backstory or not.  
 
    “Love doesn’t have to be romantic. Sometimes it falls short and ends up just a great moment of weakness, infatuation, or lust. There are many different types of love, and maybe everyone isn’t cut out for it.”  
 
    He looked at me, like he lusted for arguing. “Maybe it just takes other’s longer to define what love is to them and how to be in love.” 
 
    I wanted to get up and walk out. I had enough of this duel conversation—one only ours and the other the room full of students heard. He must have seen the anger growing inside of me, because he stood up and focused his attention on the class instead.  
 
    “Use this time to write 2,000 words on what love is, if love has boundaries or limits, and how we make allowances for love to fit our definition.” 
 
    I wanted to hate him for ending things when I was falling for him. 
 
    I wanted to hate him for making me desire him.  
 
    I wanted to hate him for blowing me off at the coffee shop last night. 
 
    I wanted to hate him for his talent in creating inspiring lectures. 
 
    But, in this moment. all I felt was lust and respect. I felt betrayed by my body in a very different way—not for being inactive, but for actively reacting to him. I started to write my paper, distracting myself easily from his presence, until he announced class was over. He sat at his desk, actually in the chair this time, when he called for me to stay back. The girls getting up to leave cooed, like I was in trouble, but the jealousy seeped through their tone.  
 
    Defeated, I stopped packing up my things; there was no quick getaway anymore. I was caught. I couldn’t look like some love-scorned woman, when I was just his student between these four walls.  
 
    He waited for the heavy door to slam shut, before he walked around the desk to bridge the gap between us, as he leaned against the desk. “I said I was sorry. I didn’t expect to get trapped in the frat house.” 
 
    I kept my gaze low, not wanting to see his expression or how genuine or not he was being.  
 
    “Okay, can I go now?” 
 
    He took his hands out of his pockets and folded them against himself. I could see his desire to be cruel growing with each strained movement. He didn’t like being vulnerable and rejected—neither did I.  
 
    “You aren’t a hostage, Layla.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at his comment, only making him more angry as he stood up straight. “You think I wanted to spill out how I felt after 19 years of practicing control just to blow you off making my confession pointless? Ask Caden. I destroyed everything in my path when I got home from the coffee shop.”  
 
    I picked up my books and my bag, hoping I wouldn’t have to keep having this conversation much longer. “Glad to see you kept being destructive.” 
 
    I could see him actively practicing restraint, even with my short tone poking him to lash out. He didn’t have a long fuse to begin with. He walked towards me, only my books cradled in my arms kept our bodies from touching. I sucked in any air I could hoping that meant I could stop breathing for a minute until I adjusted to his presence. My senses were assaulted with his scent and the warmth radiating from him. His lips parted, like he wanted to say something. His eyes were bright—the opposite of his outlook on life. 
 
    “Is this payback for yesterday? You purposely pissing me off?” 
 
    I swallowed hard again and shook my head no. This was the new me, unafraid of my own voice. 
 
    He leaned into me, whispering into my ear, “For the record, it’s not destructive. It’s protective when I refuse to share you, Layla.” 
 
    I felt my voice catch in my throat, “I already told you nothing happened.” 
 
    His fingers dancing across my skin pushing my hair back away from my neck exposing the marks Hunter left behind. I could feel his breath against my neck, and I stayed as still as possible, memorizing this for my collection.  
 
    He kissed my collarbone lightly, leaning into me further, and letting his lips linger. “This doesn’t look like nothing, Layla.” 
 
    I felt the invisible goosebumps creep up my spine, trying to convince me to close my eyes and take in the sensation deeper. The smallest actions of his had enormous effects on me. I was reacting when I was supposed to stay strong.  
 
    He was stronger. 
 
    “Are you jealous, Oliver?” 
 
    Just pushing out those words made me ache between my legs. My clit pulsed, and all I could do was bite my lip harder, as a distraction from the desire. His hand finally touched me, sliding against my jeans until his hand was between my ass and the lowest part of my back, pushing me into him. I could feel his crotch pushed against my hip, the stiffness between our bodies only made me more wet. My books crushed against his chest, but he didn’t complain.  
 
    I felt out of control, and it didn’t feel familiar anymore. I felt just as nervous as the first time he ever touched me.  
 
    “Don’t play dumb. It’s not who you are,” he whispered against my neck. 
 
    He was right. I wasn’t the girl to play dumb, and I was too smart to ask an obvious question. My senses were overloaded, and my ability to overthink was paused when he was this close to me. Nothing else sprung to mind but jealousy.  
 
    I had a thermal shirt on, with buttons down the front, and I watched his fingers tugged gently on my shirt releasing the thin round buttons from the fabric. My thin, flimsy bra was exposed as my shirt transformed into a deep V instead of the modest one I left the dorm in.  
 
    I waited for him to touch me, but he only looked down at my exposed chest. In a low voice, he whispered against my neck, “I want you to forgive me.”  
 
    I wanted to. In this moment, I wanted to forgive him… and fuck him. I felt weak, but wasn’t sex power for women? Or was only without what made us powerful?  
 
    I stayed strong, barely choking out, “Oliver. We can’t just have sex. You sent that text message, and we never talked about it—any of it.” 
 
    He groaned against me before standing up straighter, and the distance grew with every pang of vulnerability he felt. “What about the message, Layla?”  
 
    I felt put on the spot when my mind was still paused and my body still tingled and ached for him. Now I had to commit to having this conversation. My heavy books dropped from my arms, and I set them on the desk next to me. Oliver resumed his favorite perched position, while I fumbled for the words. 
 
    “You said all that stuff... it needs to exist out here… not just in a text message.” 
 
    He broke eye contact to pick up his stuff, shoving it in his bag, before he reached for my hand. “We aren’t doing this here. Let’s go.”  
 
    I was thankfully he was aware of our surroundings because I sure as hell wasn’t after he invaded my bubble of personal space. His hand felt warm, pulling me along behind him, neither of us caring who saw. I stopped in front of his car, taking it in. Everything was familiar and new all over again.  
 
    Is this the allure in serial breaking up and making up for couples? The desire to recapture the newness? How tempting the “make up” was? 
 
    The leather was cold against my legs, as I watched him get settled before starting the car. I didn’t ask where we were going, and the only place with privacy was his. The coffee shop normally meant running into at least one or more of his friends. And my dorm threatened the possibility of Elizabeth or someone hearing us through the walls.  
 
    The sound of the gravel against his tires wasn’t distracting enough, as the pressure on my chest mounted. In order to move past this, I needed to talk everything out—to understand, to communicate. I was a typical women in this sense: wanting everything males weren’t prone to do.  
 
    His place seemed stuffy, like no new air had entered the space in a while. He opened a window, after he dropped his bag on the kitchen counter and I followed suit. When he started up the stairs is when I paused. He must have known, because he shouted, “Are you coming?”  
 
    Everything about his room was only familiar, not new. We basically lived here, together, up until I left. It was easier than I thought—easier than romantic comedies made it out to be. It was like a choreographed dance, with neither of us colliding or fighting to lead. We both had routines that played out alongside each other.  
 
    Every memory flooded my head—every routine, every touch…  
 
    I sat down on his bed, trying to force myself back into the headspace that wanted answers. The desire kept getting pushed away by another desire—one I couldn’t forget when my panties were still uncomfortably wet.  
 
    Oliver pushed off his sweater and shoes, while my eyes stayed glued to him. Next, his worn in shirt came off and fell to the floor. My eyes scanned over every inch of his body. Something was different, but I didn’t know what. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked him, convinced he wouldn’t bothering to answer. 
 
    He smirked at me, shirtless and just as attractive as if nothing went wrong between us. He laid down against his pillow purposely on display, torturing me. “Getting comfortable. Do you wanna get comfortable, Layla?”  
 
    I swallowed hard, removing my sweater, when I suddenly felt overheated just staring at him. I raised my eyebrows. “Start talking.” 
 
    He sighed a labored exhale. “Which part is confusing or intriguing you? The you terrify me? The fact that I feel this after months of fighting it? Or the destroying myself part?” 
 
    The last part scared me. I wanted to ask, but I knew that whatever he  said would be followed by sympathy that I couldn’t control. Sympathy was really just a poor man’s forgiveness in this scenario. I sat facing him on his big bed with my legs folded up, looking all too eager. “All of it.” 
 
    He looked up at me from a low gaze. “That’s what I figured.” He paused and looked like he was pondering his responses, instead of his unusually unfiltered ones. “I tried to fight it: whatever this feeling is, for the whole time you were gone. It’s scares the fuck out of me that it won’t go away no matter what I’ve tried, no matter what I do.” 
 
    I felt blown over by his honesty. He didn’t seem timid or embarrassed. Instead, he seem so matter-of-fact, like rattling off the time or weather. I was scared to ask anything in the chance he’d close up again, but I asked one last question anyways: “And destroying yourself…”  
 
    He looked suddenly tense in comparison to his last confession. He only nodded in a dramatically slow fashion. I moved closer to him, leaning against the same pillows breaking eye contact. He was being so honest; it was the only sense of privacy I could give him in this moment.  
 
    “…you promise that doesn’t mean Jade or Elizabeth or anyone else?”  
 
    His cruelty showed through his words. “Did I leave hickies on anyone?”  
 
    His body shifted quickly—too quickly to register a reaction. He leaned over my body between my legs. He left space between our bodies as an invisible boundary. “No, Layla, I haven’t had sex since you left. I haven’t even kissed anyone else. In case you missed it: I just told you I’m in love with you.” 
 
    My mouth was open in shock. He did not use those words until now. My mind spun. The feelings he hinted to, that he admitted to, was love? Oliver loves me? 
 
    He got more comfortable between my legs letting his body touch mine. He looked at me like he was analyzing my inner thoughts. “I didn’t take your virginity or our relationship lightly, Layla. You think I’m that fucked up?” 
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    I hadn’t been this comfortable in months, as I was between her legs, looking down at her.  
 
    I could tell she wanted to question everything and find reasons to not give in to me. Her focus was on figuring out if I had sex while she was back home, far away from campus. She wasn’t experienced enough to realize my heavy breathing wasn’t a choice, but a forced effect of celibacy. I felt fourteen again. 
 
    Her hands lightly touched my chest, and her brows furrowed. “No, no! I’m just not used to you telling me how you feel…” 
 
    “I’m more of a do than a tell guy.” 
 
    She bit her lip under me, and I knew she believed me. I didn’t have to keep proving I stayed loyal. My fingers pulled at her shirt that I had already partially unbuttoned in the classroom. I kissed her chest and down her cleavage, eliciting a moan that escaped from her lips.  
 
    Just hearing the noise made my cock awaken. 
 
    I pushed her shirt up, making her sit up, so I could pull it completely off. Even if she wasn’t as innocent as people made her out to be, her bra certainly looked innocent. The thin fabric seemed childish without any lace or pushing everything up at attention. She unclipped the back behind her, and all I had to do was pull the material down her arms away from her.  
 
    Dipping my head down to meet her hard nipples, I sucked the metal piercings into my mouth. The metal, with the faint taste of a penny, always made my mouth water. She was my lucky penny. 
 
    Her hips pushed against mine, begging for more than just my mouth. I was waiting for my favorite moment when her breath would catch in her throat, and my name came out as a moan.  
 
    I kissed down her stomach to the top of her jeans. Her hands reached for my hands, arms, or anything to hold onto. I expertly unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them down her legs that I manipulated into bending for me.  
 
    “Oliver…” 
 
    I couldn’t have been any harder than I was right now. My cock was clearly outlined in my jeans, pushing against the fabric and begging to be free.  
 
    I left her panties on before I laid down next to her on the bed to get my own jeans off easier. Tugging them off was easy; I was motivated. My length sprung out of my boxer briefs still aching for relief. I couldn’t help wrapping my hand around myself and stroking the length a few times before I reached for a condom.  
 
    Layla was more eager than I had ever seen her. Discontent with the pause we took for me to put a condom on.  
 
    She didn’t know what she was missing, to enjoy every moment of ecstasy, only to have it taken away for months. I could see the desperation in her eyes. I watched her push her panties down, tossing them over me, and they landed on the floor softly.  
 
    She was distracting me from putting the condom on, while she leaned over to kiss my neck, bridging the gap I gave us to do so. My hands shook, like I had espresso shots one after the other, making me look inexperienced. Finally, the latex rolled down me as I sat up further. 
 
    With my hands on her thighs, I guided her to straddle me, but her lips never stopped kissing my neck. I felt so much tension I could have just came from her kisses.  
 
    I pulled away from her kissing and cupped her face, “Layla, I’ve never… done this.” 
 
    She smiled, but didn’t laugh. “What do you mean? We’ve had plenty of sex.” 
 
    She was right. I had more sex than I wished to contemplate, with and without her. But, making love, that was another story, and I just confessed to loving her. I couldn’t fuck her in all the dirty ways I wanted after those words spilled from my mouth. Something about saying those words to someone makes you instantly vulnerable, fragile, and even the hardest parts of you now delicate.  
 
    Our lips pressed together, tasting her, before I pulled away to answer. I felt odd admitting this to her. “No, I mean… I’ve never made love, Layla… not like this.” 
 
    Was I damaged for never experiencing this new level of intimacy? 
 
    Her expression softened, as my hands cupped her face.  
 
    “Me either,” she said. 
 
    I whispered, “I love you,” against her lips, before she whispered it back. Our confession made our lips softer, as we kissed—not aggressive or hungry, but gentle. 
 
    I wrapped my fingers around myself again in every intention of guiding myself into her. My cock was so hard it didn’t need help or guidance, just a right angle. My hand pushed against her ass as she sat down deeper, and I slid inside her easily. She was soaking wet for me. I held my tongue, making sure I didn’t speak. All the words I would say would sound too dirty for what this was. 
 
    Making love.  
 
    She whimpered, even with me inside her, before her hips moved. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, watching her adjust to my size and her shallow breaths, mixed with moans. She leaned down, shaking, and she hadn’t rolled her hips on top of me once. I pushed her down and got comfortable between her legs once more. 
 
    It had been months without relief. I had to remind myself this wasn’t about simply getting off, but about proving how I felt. 
 
    My hands pressed down against the taut skin on either side of her rib cage, and her arms wrapped around my neck. My thrusts were slower, softer than normal, but she still hugged me in a way that made me feel a part of her.  
 
    Acceptance. 
 
    I lowered down onto my elbows, letting our bodies rub as my hips pushed further between her legs, making our breaths even more labored. Her out-of-breath moans against my shoulder made it hard to hold out. I clenched my teeth, silencing myself, putting all my focus on Layla under me. 
 
    I covered her neck and chest with kisses, keeping my pace steady, careful not to quicken, no matter how good she felt. I didn’t care about the fading marks anymore; Hunter faded right along with them. Her legs were shaking against my hips, not his, and that’s all that mattered. 
 
    I knew she was okay, but I asked anyways, “Are you okay, Layla?” 
 
    She bit her lip before pushing her head back, “Yes, yes… I love you, Oliver.” 
 
    Her arms wrapped around my neck tighter, and it spilled from my mouth before I could think twice. “I love you, Layla.” 
 
    We were both sweating and exhausting ourselves by how much slower we purposely went. Our lips dragged against each other’s skin, as I thrust between her legs, until we both felt relieved. It wasn’t until we recovered that I felt drained.  
 
    I guess that was another reason I avoided this: I didn’t need to be so exhausted I couldn’t leave someone else’s bed.  
 
    She cuddled into me. “Let’s never leave our bubble.” 
 
    She told me all about being home again, and how she felt like Alice, not quite fitting—too overgrown. 
 
    I told her, “That’s not Alice; that’s bravery. It takes bravery to feel powerful enough to feel bigger than your past.” 
 
    She traced my tattoos, taking them in closely, without asking the meanings or if they hurt, like most people did. I wanted to ask about Hunter… What truly happened? Why did she bring him to that party? Were they friends now? Did I need permission to break his nose all over again if I wanted to? I retraced my thoughts…Wait, permission? That couldn’t be my thoughts up there running ramped. I don’t ask for permission.  
 
    Something about Layla made me want to be better, but I wasn’t sold it was a better version of me. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and saw the messages from all my friends, each personalizing their disappointment—all expect Aspen. He was taking this harder, and I had to talk to him without Layla around. She still needed to be in the dark. I was trying to justify my decisions by staying clean for the exact amount of time we had reunited. 
 
    Hayley’s message surprisingly wasn’t about the family meeting earlier, but another annual gathering on campus funded by our other families. Typically, there were four events a year we weren’t obligated to go to, but our professors and parents bled it into our coursework, making sure the pressure came from beyond them. 
 
    I’ve had professors profess their respect and admiration for my dad. In the same breath, they would lighten my assignments around the events, in exchange for an introduction to the Devil himself. 
 
    The only joy in the whole scenario was the visual of disappointment spreading if they knew how evil he truly was. I fantasized about it more than I should. When I was younger, before I knew better, I even hoped his heavy hand would hit somewhere someone would notice. I plotted to tear him down, even at my naive age. He was always smarter, never allowing anyone to ever forget. 
 
    I kissed Layla’s hair, as she cuddled closer into my side, and said, “Don’t make plans next weekend.” 
 
    I wish girls weren’t so curious. I wish they just accepted words as they sounded, but instead they needed the spaces filled with details. “What’s next weekend?” 
 
    “Fundraiser. I’ll be forced to go, like last time. It’s on campus this time, in the library.” 
 
    I watched her expression melt into pure joy at the mention of the library. “I love that library! It’s amazing!” 
 
    I smirked; it wasn’t good enough for a laugh, “At least one of us is excited.” 
 
    I couldn’t comprehend what I was feeling in this moment… Content? Happy? Accepted? All of those feelings were foreign to me. But here I was, feeling less scared, less hostile, less guarded than I ever had before, with Layla against me. She was fighting her good girl tendencies and staying awake with me into the hours that were only meant for the vicious.  
 
    No good sinning ever happened in the daylight. Those weren’t the kind of people who wanted the clarity of the sunlight to pour under and over the bent reality of our mistakes. 
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    Last night was the first time in years that I slept in my own bed, for more than a few hours. That part of addiction never wore off: the late nights and lack of sleep. That was constant and one of the only constants in my life for that long.  
 
    Layla was sleeping perfectly, with her arms tucked under her face like a cherub you see in photos. It made me laugh; she didn’t even realize how much Hunter, or even me, didn’t stain that resilient innocence. She was hellbent on erasing it completely. I always liked watching her sleep when I’d carefully get out of bed once she fell asleep. It always distracted me from my books, writing, TA bullshit…  
 
    Elizabeth and Jade never possessed this part of me: my attention…my decency.  
 
    I knew I had time to sneak out for coffee and slip a pit stop in to see Aspen. I knew exactly where he’d be at 7am: the gym on campus. We all had routines that we never deviated from, except on weekends. We all learned that freshman year, when we stopped getting any coursework done. We were all distracted by everything else, like the parties, the new sea of people, being on our own for the first time… 
 
    I pushed into my shoes as quietly as I could and pulled on whatever jeans were crinkled on the floor in front of me. I smelled the shirt I had on yesterday, quickly, before I decided it was fine. I wasn’t going to class until this afternoon, and by then, I could come up with something else. There was bound to be something clean in my gym bag, which I hadn’t used in months.  
 
    The gym wasn’t packed. Only the truly dedicated worked in weights this early. I worked out at night, when I couldn’t sleep. I sat in my car for a longer pause than I intended, pondering what I was even going to say. A simple “sorry” didn’t really cover this kind of mistake. It never did. I abandoned that word when it stopped changing anyone’s expression. If being vulnerable enough to say sorry wasn’t enough, then why bother? 
 
    I walked in, nodding in the direction of the guy behind the desk without stopping. Making sure I was a student wasn’t priority; it was clear I wasn’t working out in jeans and Vans. I made my way to the back beyond the stationary equipment to where the weights lived.  
 
    Aspen was bench pressing when I found him with the headphones loud enough for me to hear it too. I stood above him far enough into his eye line without invading too much personal space. Something I’ve mastered, walking that fine line between personal and impersonal. He squinted in confusion, as he put the weight back on the rack and sat up, pushing the headphones down to fall around his neck like a fallen crown. I sat on the bench across from him, still contemplating what to say even now. 
 
    “It’s early as shit. What are you doing here?” 
 
    I pushed my hands in the pockets of my jacket, “You seemed the most upset with me.” 
 
    Aspen was upset right now. It read all over his stiff body: his inability to make eye contact and the lack of some kind of greeting we always at least attempted.  
 
    He stayed silent, and I felt obligated to fill the space by talking, “I wasn’t thinking… or trying to hurt anyone... besides myself, I guess.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably, “It’s not you, Ollie… at least, not just you fucking up. Maddison is starting classes this semester.” 
 
    Maddison was his weak point, even in her absence.  
 
    I kept questioning why she would come back to our school—the same one with Aspen and the new regulations that had been made that she’d certainly share blame for. I could tell he was asking himself the same question.  
 
    I knew I wasn’t good at comforting someone, but I tried anyways: “Shit. Are you gonna talk to her?” 
 
    He finally looked up at me. “Not if I have to babysit your ass from overdosing.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, Aspen, I love it when you talk dirty to me.” 
 
    It became clear his anger wasn’t laser pointed on me anymore, and the guilt loosened its grip. He fist crashed into my own knuckles after talking some more. I watched him settle back into place and get back to lifting before I got there. This girl was going to be his downfall, just like Layla had sent me into a blurred state of desiring numbness. I nodded my head, somehow I agreed to find out her class schedule. This wasn’t impossible. I had access as a TA, and I had McLaine’s login, considering he didn’t bother inputting final grades either.  
 
    I still had time to stop for coffee before I headed back to get Layla and come back to campus. I didn’t mind, the back tracking or wasting time; driving kept the demons silent. That silence was exactly what I envied every other loud moment of my day.  
 
    I might start to mind if Layla kept having this effect on my sleep. All my productive hours occurred when the world was sleeping. 
 
    Intuition was already busy, but not busy enough for me to skip this part of my routine. Elizabeth and Hayley were there, in their usual spots, in the middle of what looked like gossiping with the overly dramatic facial expressions. After waiting almost 15 minutes for two coffees and bagels, I finally went over to them. It gave me a reason to feel out how they felt compared to Aspen.  
 
    I already knew they wouldn’t be as forgiving. Elizabeth’s side eye could have knocked me down… if I hadn’t already been used to it. “Why are you here so early? Up all night partying?”  
 
    Definitely not as forgiving.  
 
    “I went to the gym to see Aspen. Damn, Elizabeth… relax.” 
 
    Hayley nodded towards the door when Maddison and her best friend walked in. It was weird seeing the pair; it reminded me of B and Layla—the two on the outside of our group trying to get in. At this point B and Layla were a part of the group, regardless of what could have happened between any of us. It was unheard of; no one ever lasted between the harsh truths, Caden’s protective nature, or the intimacy we had with each other. We were the group of sinners everyone wanted to be a part of. Maddison and her best friend never got as far as Layla or B. Aspen was her only connection to the group, and he kept her from us expertly. 
 
    Her smile was warm, like nothing bad ever happened to her. It was admirable—her layer of shine and gloss showing no hint of damage.  
 
    How did she do that? Even if it wasn’t authentic, I wanted that ability to seem perfect to all the on-looking eyes.  
 
    She didn’t have the reputation I had after all these years of misbehaving. 
 
    She wasn’t hard to remember, but all my memories around freshman year were dipped in a haze I couldn’t remove, even sober. All three of us staring at her caused her to look in our direction and quickly look away. We should have looked away too, but we didn’t.  
 
    I spoke out loud for some reason: “Caden will love that.” 
 
    None of us were ready for a sober Caden and whatever public display of protection he’d toss her way.  
 
    Hayley yanked me out of my thoughts. “She won’t be there this weekend, right? Wasn’t her family somebody important? Aspen wouldn’t have been allowed to date her if she wasn’t.” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed. “I have a recruitment retreat with this company, so I won’t be there to play referee. Hayley you’re in charge of this troublemaker. I wanna get on their short list however I can. I can’t miss this. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll get down on my knees...” 
 
    Hayley and I thought the same dirty thing at the same time and laughed. It wasn’t unheard of. We might be in college, but rumors weren’t lost on us. She should know best; Caden’s mentor promoted inequality and degrading women—probably while he was fucking her too. 
 
    She hit Hayley’s leg, “…and beg! You guys have dirty minds!” 
 
    I always appreciated my desire to teach literature instead of in some corporate jungle full of rules and regulations. Just the idea of all those rules gave me a desire to break them. Half my schedule reflected business courses I was forced to take if I wanted Richard to pay the tuition. Without his help, I wouldn’t have time to TA or have a life on top of a full course load and a job. Every time I saw Richard, he’d drive home how pointless any classes supporting teaching were—never failed.  
 
    I desired the day I could stop hearing his opinions all together, more than anything else. I was still figuring out how to disown only half of my parental unit. 
 
    Hayley’s hand was waving in front of my eyes ripped the anger that was starting to boil up away, as if I never thought of him at all.  
 
    “Hello… Earth to Oliver. She’s gonna think you either wanna kill her or fuck her if you keep staring at her like that.” 
 
    I didn’t realize where my eyes landed or stayed, while I contemplated my direction after college or the wrath of Richard only a few days away. My awareness snapped back to the demure look on her face. It was soft and concerned, like she might have recognized me, but wasn’t sure. I had to look away before it made a dent to my confidence. I was pretty memorable, for the wrong reasons, but still…  
 
    Her friend certainly remembered me; her slanted eyes were filled with regret and anger. I’m pretty sure I kicked her out of my bed when she tried to cuddle up to me at some random party—not before getting between her legs though. 
 
    I turned back to the girls. “I’m out. I don’t have time for whatever petty shit you two are gonna turn this into.”  
 
    Elizabeth’s grin confirmed their intentions as soon as she saw Maddison. Poor girl had been falling for Aspen, got into a wreck, was hospitalized for the better part of the year, and now all my friends were about to eat her alive. We all knew it was Aspen’s fault, but they’d go to any length to protect him—even convincing themselves it was someone else’s fault. Hell, so would I. We’ve all done the most vile things for each other in some ill attempt to right a wrong or harm those who harmed us. 
 
    The same question nagged at me: Why didn’t she drive if she was sober? It was the same question motivating them now.  
 
    We sounded like a cult. There’s no blood pact or holding anyone hostage. We’ve all had so many bad things happen to us and no one to turn to but each other. A sense of belonging, of family even, that was powerful for anyone.  
 
    The entire way back to my place to get Layla, I kept thinking about last year and all the shit I was responsible for, until I heard the gravel beneath my tires. The familiar sound was that of the unfinished driveway, unfinished like me.  
 
    I never tried to be anything but what people made me out to be. They saw me, and immediately, they made snap judgments. So I became the best damn version of their brand of bad. It was easy, once I stopped caring what people thought about rules, or finding acceptance in others. My actions gave them cliché titles, like “Difficult Child”, “Out-of-Control Teen”, and “Reckless College Student”. Layla saw past all the bullshit, but seeing past labels and stereotypes didn’t mean she could forgive my past. There was still so much to tell her. 
 
    I was on autopilot and just snapping out of it. I grabbed my phone from the cup holder quickly texting Layla who was probably already dressed and anxious to be on time. I got sidetracked by Elizabeth and Hayley’s new motives for the day: Maddison. 
 
    Layla immediately asked, “Is everything okay? When did you leave?” 
 
    I could hear the concern in her voice. This part of relationships I loathed, I didn’t need someone tracking my every move. I made a point to make my voice stay level as I handed her a coffee. “I can’t go without caffeine.”  
 
    I made small talk, asking what classes changed for her, if any. Her face lit up, like it was the first day of the semester back, while she told me about all her classes, even dreading the one with Elizabeth. My stomach was filled with dread too. Elizabeth was already in a state of mind that was paired with a smirk and narrow eyes, which were never a good combination. I didn’t bother to tell Layla about Aspen and Maddison; it would only deflate the excitement that I liked seeing her live in. It made me smile, not smirk, but an authentic smile, like it was contagious and now I was infected. 
 
    I saw her nerves pressuring her to get her books together before I even parked. The new brave side of her didn’t stop the anxiousness. It was good to know that some parts of the old Layla I met still existed. Even though, I was sure that I would love her and all her forms. I was never truly comfortable with the idea of love being paired with unconditional. The only unconditional I knew was this group—these Amherst Sinners that I called my friends. They were really more like family. But the idea of evolving with someone was a better idea than possibly losing her one day. 
 
    I touched her leg, “You aren’t going to be late, Layla. You still have 15 minutes, and the building is right there.” 
 
    I watched her quickly exit my car before I could stop her. When I got out, she was out of breath and frantically looking around, while shoving more books into her bag. It finally clicked. We arrived together, and she was assessing if people were making something of this or not—teaching assistant/student. 
 
    It wasn’t as uncommon as people thought, unless you got caught. No one was going to care, since I blended in with the student body and was only a TA, not a full blown professor. I walked around my car against my own judgement. I knew Layla enough to know these moments pleaded for solitude, not comfort. I wanted to take her hand, be official outside our bubble, and mark her as my territory to everyone who could be glancing my way. I was afraid her anxiety would push her over the edge if I did. Instead, I leaned against my car, filling the gap and repeating her name, until she looked at me. 
 
    “Coffee and anxiety don’t mix well. Relax. No one is looking,” I told her. Even though, as I glanced up, everyone walking by was looking. This wasn’t my typical look, and people were taking notice. I kept lying to her anyways. She didn’t need an opportunity to run away just like I had. 
 
    “I know that, Oliver.” 
 
    She looked at me with this look of contempt that made me smirk instantly. She wanted to hate me, but all she could fabricate was this look. 
 
    I wanted to take her hand and show her I was permanent—no more running or ignoring this, no matter what. I settled for less: the temptation of being so close that our hands dangling kept bumping into each other when I stood up. The subtle touch would have to get me through instead of my lips pressed against hers. 
 
    “I should get to class before I’m late. I’ll see you in lecture?” 
 
    I nodded, watching her walk away, before she turned around, looking down, but I caught her taking one last glance. Her fingers danced in the air, waving at me one last time. Just her smile made me feel a way I never had: good.  
 
    I stayed behind, not wanting to be on time, as I soaked in this memory with a cigarette between my fingers. My arms were flat against the top of my car next to my coffee cup when the hood of my car dipped lower. My head snapped in the direction of the indenter, ready to be the version of myself people expected.  
 
    He wasn’t even perched or leaning, but full on sitting on the hood of my car. He got my attention without trying too hard. That alone made me more angry. 
 
    I huffed, “You gotta be kidding me…” 
 
    Hunter’s boots, with the white laces, were unmistakable, gleaming in the sunshine that was trying to melt the enormous snowbanks pushed along the edges.  
 
    “Aren’t you gonna show me around my new campus?” 
 
    I felt my eyes widen at his confession, and internally everything was being fanned into flames. 
 
    “Go back to NYU. Layla is in class already.” 
 
    He laughed, finally standing and facing me. “She hates being late; I know, Oliver. I had her first, remember? Is it Oliver or Ollie?” 
 
    My tongue brushed against my front teeth hard, keeping it busy from helping me reply. I was scanning his body for any truth in what he was saying. I was praying to whoever was listening that he was lying about transferring. 
 
    I snapped, “Only Layla calls me Oliver.” 
 
    He spoke again; this time his hand landed on my shoulder: “Whichever you hate more I’ll use. Guess I’ll see you around our campus, troglodyte. Don’t worry; I’ll ask Layla for the tour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I skipped my first class, kicking my feet up at Intuition, pondering how close they truly got over holiday break. How close could someone get to their attacker? Was it Stockholm syndrome? Did she even forgive him? 
 
     I unlocked my phone, quickly typing a message to Layla: Who gave Hunter the idea to transfer to our school, Layla? 
 
     It sounded less harsh than I meant it to. Clearly their break together inspired this action, but I was in the dark still. She was still in the dark about my break too.  
 
    My actions didn’t inspire threats against our happiness though. 
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    My first class was with Elizabeth—math. I was good at math; it was predictable and followed the rules. I was there before most of the class. The few other students chose spots spread out from each other. I heard her laugh before I saw her, and when I did, my stomach dropped to the floor, wondering how this would go. 
 
    The unknown. 
 
    The possible petty. 
 
    The feeling of seeing a ghost, but not sure if they’d see you.  
 
    I was shocked when she sat next to me, even though there were plenty of seats left. The last time I saw Elizabeth things were rocky. She was filled with jealousy, and I was filled with guilt. The two weren’t a winning pair.  
 
    Over break, I mentally punished myself for missing her, despite the drama over Oliver. When we met, we connected in a way I never had before with friends. Her goals, her standards, her work ethic… all aligned with mine. We were equals. We weren’t just friends in a way that’s blasé faire, but rather, we inspired each other. No matter how much closer I became with B, our friendship would never emulate that. And I was learning it was okay to honor what I wanted, even if it meant rocking the boat. 
 
    We both turned towards each other ready to speak, when our words collided with each other, making us laugh uncontrollably. It eventually died down into small smiles.  
 
    She quickly said, “Me first.” 
 
    I nodded, letting her win. I knew she liked winning, and I wanted to hear what she had to say first anyways.  
 
    “I acted like a crazy person. I’m so sorry, Layla! I shouldn’t have conspired to break you two up or acted like our friendship was some ploy when it wasn’t. I love us. I felt so guilty about everything, all break, and I even talked to Ollie about it, because you were back home.” 
 
    I wondered why Oliver didn’t mention her talking to him about this. It could have easily made my anxiety die down.  
 
    I reached out for her hand, giving it a squeeze, even shocking myself before I spoke. “I wasn’t a good friend to you. I felt guilty too! I should have come to you, instead of hiding it and hurting you more. I really didn’t expect any of this, not with him; it just happened. And I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She leaned over her desk, wrapping her arms around me tightly, and we both knew we forgave each other in a more honest way than ever before. Our professor, better known as “profs”, grabbed our attention by shouting, “Girls! This isn’t a therapy session. If you’re having difficulty, please excuse yourselves…” 
 
    We both pulled away, with our eyes wet and sniffling it all back in. She replied loudly, “These damn equations. So damn emotional!” 
 
    The class laughed all together, like they supported our reunion too. Once her attention was back to the mathematical equations, I pulled out my phone from behind my notebook. I was going to start typing angrily, asking Oliver why he didn’t tell me that Elizabeth  had spoken to him about me over break, when I noticed that he had already texted me. I knew we had just mended things, and we still had a lot to talk about. Neither of us really wanted to face the hard stuff if we didn’t have to. That seemed like a pretty important topic to skip, especially if I could relieve any anxiety that was brewing inside me.  
 
    His text was snide and filled with contempt, and it took my breath away: Who gave Hunter the idea to transfer, Layla? 
 
    Hunter was transferring? How did he know that? And he thought it was my idea?  
 
    Hunter and Oliver were oil and water, sitting heavily on each other but never breaking the surface of each other—constantly, battling for dominance.  
 
    I hadn’t forgiven him, in fact the whole holiday break we mocked each other mercilessly about it. With every toxic kiss he stole, he begged for my forgiveness. We had moved past that night into some limbo territory I couldn’t name,  but I still felt uneasy if I thought about it too hard. I couldn’t figure him out. Did he know he forced me, or not? Did he know I was too drunk, or not? Did he know what kind of fire he was playing with every time he called me “princess”.  
 
    And now he brought that same fire to Oliver’s proverbial doorstep—his campus, his friends… even I was his.  
 
    I kept starting a text only to delete it and start over the rest of the math class. I easily blocked out the equations and numbers I didn’t care about as much. I ended up not texting one word back, and the sound of everyone getting up all at once shook me from my inner monologue.  
 
    Elizabeth hunched over me, “You okay? You’ve been staring at your phone the whole class.’’ 
 
    My eyes pinched into a worrisome look, and my brows tensed in a way I was forcing a headache to come on. 
 
    “Maybe… I don’t know,” I stumbled around the truth, not sure if Elizabeth should be the first person I spoke to before Oliver. Hunter was an arsenal, and she already had a habit of loving fire power. I got up, letting her arm link with mine, the way we use to before Oliver defined her as family and me as something else.  
 
    Math was two hours long, and we both needed caffeine again, as if we didn’t sip our coffees slowly the whole class, stretching it out as long as possible.  
 
    On the way there, I blurted it out—the news seemingly begging to come out of me and be burdened by someone else too: “Hunter transferred here. Oliver thinks I gave him the idea.” 
 
    She stopped walking and stared at me, like I confessed to murder, with her eyes wide and mouth wordlessly open. She stammered, trying to find the right reaction. The one her face made for her said enough. “Why would he… What really happened over break? Did you forgive him?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to explain our limbo out loud. No one wanted to hear the redemption story of someone like Hunter, and I still wasn’t sure he’d ever be redeemed with me.  
 
    “It’s complicated…” 
 
    She laughed, raising her eyebrows my direction, “That’s what we said about Oliver. Complicated is never not trouble.” 
 
    She didn’t push, beg for more, or prod, like B would have, and I was thankful. The rest of the walk to caffeine was cold, and silence fell between us in a comfortable way. Heat poured from the door of Intuition, as we slinked inside to the counter first. I scanned the room for Oliver, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight. I was almost relieved, but disappointment came first. He had abandoned routine already. Could I expect silence next? 
 
    I was too busy scanning the room, hoping he’d appear if I looked away for the slightest second. I slammed right into someone on my way to the pick-up station, jolting me out of my search mission. I looked up to say “sorry”, but I was met with a familiar devilish smirk and not the one I wanted. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going, princess.” 
 
    I squinted at his nickname, still hating every ounce of it, even after two months of it replacing my birth name. “What kind of game are you playing? You didn’t once mention transferring…” 
 
    I was more than reaching my limit on things not being said. Keeping secrets, especially ones not worth it, felt like the old version of me—the one that was sheltered from information, talked over, and around. I demanded more now in my more comfortable skin. 
 
    He took a big bite of a burger and proceeded to speak with his mouth full, standing in front of me. He was on campus five minutes, and he was already much cooler than I was, discovering the coffee shop instantaneously. “I’m hurt, Layla. You know me a little better than that. I got bored of NYU.” 
 
    He was patronizing me now. I did know him; we went to the same school since pre-k, but he was more of a mystery than Oliver. Hunter was all bad intentions and calculated jabs. I didn’t know anything real about him, other than he hated his stepmom, who was clearly a child bride to his father, who easily could have been three times her age. And I only learned that by mistake. I picked him up for coffee on day, and instead of staying safely in the car, I decided to get out and knock, announcing my presence. I guess curiosity finally got the best of me, when it propelled my feet to his doorstep. His stepmom answered in a bikini top and jean shorts cut too short for “mom” status. Her makeup was more than I had seen a mom wear in a long time—complete with thick lashes and a Barbie pink lipstick. I was stunned, but it gave me something to go on—some sort of answers to Hunter.  
 
    “No one gets bored of NYU. Why are you really here?”  
 
    His arm swung around me, pulling me into his side, and I could smell the mayonnaise. “It got old. How else am I gonna spend time with my new bestie?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes harder than I ever had before. “Weekends? Like normal people, Hunter.” 
 
    He leaned in, whispering into my ear, as he held me closer, “I’m not normal, Layla.” 
 
    My whole body was stiff and planted from moving, as he swayed, moving while chomping down on his burger. “Is this some kind of revenge scheme? Oliver and I are fixing things. You don’t need to interfere.” 
 
    He pulled away, looking shocked at my judgment. “Scheme? Me, scheme? Come on, Layla. Scheming takes work. I’m anti-effort.”  
 
    Elizabeth handed me my coffee, and I could tell by her smile she was listening the whole time. I didn’t blame her. Hunter had this ease to him that even the world’s darkest joke could be funny if it came from his mouth. He stared at her extra-long before taking his coffee. “You’re Oliver’s ex, right?”  
 
    She nodded her head yes, and just like that, Hunter controlled her emotions—one minute he was funny, and the next, he was jabbing at the soft parts, where we keep our feelings.  
 
    “We’re gonna be fast friends.” 
 
    I could tell she was enamored by him, despite what she learned in that alleyway. I was learning she had a type—cruel, unusual, trouble... They say you seek what you think you deserve in others. If I felt myself pull towards Oliver, that must have meant I saw myself as broken and unpredictable.  
 
    What did it say about Elizabeth if she always picked the type of guys with no morals? 
 
    Hunter followed us to the spot we always commandeered, laughing and telling Elizabeth about the coffee shops back home. I sat down, eyeing him in a way that looked right through his charms. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing. She’s not gonna run back to Oliver and paint the picture you’re trying to create.” 
 
    Everything about me seemed so sure—my arms folded against my chest, my stern eyes, and my proper posture.  
 
    His hand touched my knee, “You always see through me, princess.” 
 
    He was right. It was one of the few things that made being in limbo so easy. He was cellophane, and I saw right through him, while Oliver remained behind a thick fog. 
 
    I stiffened at his touch; I wasn’t uncomfortable anymore. We spent the whole break making out, just to wear out our limbs, hoping it would transfer to our minds. Neither of us wanted to think anymore; it was clear by our hungry kisses.  
 
    I wanted to look uncomfortable. I didn’t want Elizabeth to get the wrong idea or see this as a way to wedge herself between Oliver and I again.  
 
    “Don’t ‘princess’ me.” 
 
    He turned to Elizabeth, “I’ve been calling her princess since second grade when she stopped playing at recess and brought books instead. Clearly, she loves it.” 
 
    That was the bad part of your life following you halfway across the country: all the memories they’d force you to keep remembering. 
 
    Every time the door opened, my eyes shifted up in the hope I would see Oliver. I forced myself to stop looking after the fourth person. I pulled out my iPad and went to work on studying, while pushing my earbuds buds into my ears, blocking out Elizabeth and Hunter gabbing, no doubt about me. I had the music on low. LANY’s soft tones poured through the buds comfortably in my ears, as my foot bounced on its own accord. I didn’t expect a bag to drop at my feet, scaring me from my own distractions. Before I could stop myself, the sass gushed from my behind my lips: “What the fuck…?” 
 
    My whole body shook with a temperament I no longer recognized. I grasped the sides of my iPad, before I looked up at Oliver standing above me, looking down, disappointed.  
 
    I never texted him back, and I could see how Hunter sitting beside me wasn’t helping my case.  
 
    He was the version of himself he typically saved for everyone else.  
 
    He stood there silently, looking over the scene, and I knew Hunter won. He didn’t even have to try. I didn’t text Oliver back; I didn’t explain that I didn’t know about his transfer; and I was here next to his enemy. 
 
    “I texted you,” was all he muttered, with his lips tight. 
 
    Before I could even think long enough to string words together, he snapped again, “Forget it, Layla. Guess more shit went down on holiday break than I know about.” 
 
    His words weren’t jabs anymore; they were knives, eviscerating me. My mouth was open in some lame attempt to speak, but nothing came out.  
 
    Hunter leaned over into my space, my air, telling Oliver, “She had nothing to do with me transferring. Well, at least she didn’t give me the idea. What’s wrong, Oliver? Can’t face your demons?”  
 
    Was Hunter seriously implying he was his demon? Why was he talking at all? No one addressed him, and it was clear he won already. 
 
    I watched Oliver’s fists, eye level in front of me, curl up tightly. I stood up from the couch almost right against Oliver, still silent. There wasn’t a surefire way calm someone down who’s knee-jerk response was always fists. I just stood there in his sight, blocking Hunter, before I finally found the words. 
 
    “Can we talk about this? Privately? Please…” 
 
    My fingers touched his arm, and his gaze snapped the same way his words did. He brushed off my arm when he mumbled, “I need fucking coffee. I’m over it.” 
 
    Boys never wanted to talk. It was always fists or sex.  
 
    He wasn’t over anything. Honestly, neither was I, even with my new-found sass, my chest was still tight, and my breathing was labored from all the adrenaline.  
 
    The rest of the time at the coffee shop, he refused to look or talk to any of us. His headphones created another fucked up crown he wore on top of his head, as he sipped his coffee and wrote in a leather-bound notebook. His room was filled with them, all used up, sitting on a shelf on an empty wall. I had wondered what he put in them. I had been neglecting mine. There was almost too much to say and not enough time to figure out how. 
 
    I mentally made a note to stop being lazy and crack the spine, at least to doodle or write a short poem. 
 
    Classes resumed after our lunch break, and I leaned down to gain his attention. He knew I was there; he just didn’t care in that moment. The anger clouded his vision again.  
 
    I spoke anyways, “I’ll text you? I only have two more classes.” I should have skipped and waited for Hunter and Elizabeth to clear out so I could talk to him, alone. I hadn’t had a growth spurt in abandoning my morals yet. I was still bound by basic rules, like going to class. I let my hand touch his shoulder, just for a moment, before I turned away. 
 
    Elizabeth connected her arm with mine, and Hunter trailed behind us. She said so matter-of-factly, “That’s how he is. He was the same way about Leon; he never believed me and always started drama instead of talking about it.”  
 
    I stopped walking and spun on the ball of my foot, breaking the connection with Elizabeth and now facing Hunter. “Was this part of your plan?” 
 
    I was eerily calm; I expected this as soon as the news reached me. He was plotting and planning, which amounted into transferring into my life.  
 
    It wasn’t games; those required more than one player. This was trouble, his own brand. 
 
    He was fighting a smirk. “Princess, I don’t control how unstable your boyfriend gets about new students.”  
 
    I balled up my fist and hit him in the arm harder than I intended. Actually, I didn’t even think through the action before it was happening. He didn’t flinch, and the sting only made the smirk grow bigger.  
 
    “I swear to God, Hunter, if you keep pushing him… if you ruin this for me…” None of my words sounded right; none of them were threatening enough. Maybe it was me that was the problem, not the words. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    My dad wasn’t happy that I transferred from an elite, even praised school, to a smaller one in Massachusetts. He was all about image and how the world saw him. He had been worshipped since his birth, and that was a vice he wasn’t giving up any time soon. 
 
    Every decision was based on how he’d be praised. It wasn’t a shock I was accepted into a school that was praised the same way. 
 
    I couldn’t tell him why, not that I would, so I came up with bullshit. Most of my responses were bullshit—a skill I perfected when authority figures kept putting me in plain rooms and questioning me until the truth was so mutilated it seemed easier to lie. At least I could follow a lie. The truth? That was a bitch to follow—too many variables of whys and hows.  
 
    This had to have been the easiest decision I ever made, invading her personal space and making her face the possibility of… me.  
 
    I was impossible. 
 
    I was guiltless. 
 
    I was corruption.  
 
    And what did the volatile want? To never be wrong and never have to share the glory. 
 
    It’s not that I didn’t like losing; it’s that I didn’t like sharing. Growing up a child in a broken home really created a breeding ground for territorial behavior. Everything I touched, I owned. I didn’t share, and nothing I gave away was free.  
 
    It’d be easier if my motivation was tainted by the spilled blood Ollie coaxed out of me, but it wasn’t. I grew up fighting in the heavy heat of Florida, wearing all black, and being snuffed out by the sun. He drew some blood? Big deal. I’ve been in juvie fights tougher than his wannabe bad-boy act.  
 
    He was in my way and forcing me to share.  
 
    The best way to get someone to stop sharing was to break the toy and kill their desire. That’s exactly what I was going to do to Layla: break her and put the pieces back together as just mine. 
 
    Holiday break felt foreign. I felt like I had outgrown our hometown, and nothing fit the same way. That was the problem with growing up that they never warn you about; adolescence never felt the same again—no matter how hard you tried to recapture it.  
 
    I guess I never really had an adolescence, not until I abandoned all the rules and started lying more regularly. However, that never gave me more freedom; it only condemned me to the Hillsborough Juvenile Detention Center… regularly. By the time I was in high school, I had already been twice. Suffice it to say, my divorced, constantly-feuding parents knew me less than the staff at Hillsborough.  
 
    I lived too dangerously, while Layla lived too safely.  
 
    We weren’t meant to be. 
 
    We weren’t fate. 
 
    We were a challenge—one I was accepting, because I never did anything the easy way. 
 
    Something changed; she wasn’t just the girl soberly judging the rest of us for having fun anymore.  
 
    She was hiding the same way she always did when I spotted her at Adrian’s annual party. It showed, that he hadn’t grown up any, and kept trying to relive the past with each weekend. I’m sure Florida State raised the stakes, introducing drugs and even more eager girls he could use as party favors. I didn’t want to be there, but my boys back home convinced me it’d be different. The only difference was us.  
 
    I only actively made waves when I had to—when pushed the exact right away and nothing less. It took me half a dozen short stays at Hillsborough to figure out how to control my anger, and even then it was a chore. This party wouldn’t be fun; it was a business transaction—a chance to sell a lot of party favors. 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t just hiding from everything, but from someone—no doubt Miguel. He had a crush on her since second grade, but he was too much of a pussy to do anything about it and she was too nice to reject him straight up. 
 
    I took the opportunity to help her out in return for a favor down the road.  
 
    That night changed everything for us. 
 
    I wasn’t just Hunter—the bad guy, the villain, the assaulter—but I was someone she trusted in a moment of need. We spent the entire party hidden in Adrian’s room. It started the same way it did that night, except we covered much more this time. It moved too quickly from my lips attacking her neck,  to a heated argument about Ollie’s intentions, to ending with her crying herself to sleep tucked into me, like she needed protecting.  
 
    I felt it too, the instinctual need to protect her. 
 
    All through high school, I kept my eye on her, unconvinced her friends would put her before a bottle, sex, or their own needs. She was in the middle of trouble, and I protected her in my own way, in the shadows. 
 
    The next morning, she woke me up by gently pushing my chest and asking me to take her home. We stopped for breakfast instead, and every day blurred into one long night together.  
 
    The only markers were the amount of marks I left on her body. Each night I added to the collection, sucking at the sensitive parts of her skin until they bruised. Her expression permanently stuck on conflicted, each time innocently watching TV turned into more. She’d plead under her breath and beg me to help her forget. Without substances, it was the only solution I had. She wasn’t wearing cotton panties anymore, and I noticed. She was more confident than the last time I was between her legs, almost unrecognizable.  
 
    I didn’t ever initiate anything, not after her confessing she thought I raped her. I knew I wasn’t Captain America, but hearing that killed any drive to get laid—or worse labeled me a rapist, on top of every other label I’d been smacked with. 
 
    Rape? Really? 
 
    That night’s memories replayed in my mind—always in the background, always scanning for clues, since she said it out loud a year later.  
 
    We were both drunk, not tipsy or buzzed, but drunk. I was waiting for the bravery to fade that night. I saw how she always looked at me, like something she couldn’t have. Each time I got dismissed from class, her mouth fell open, wanting to speak up for me, but she couldn’t get the words out. Every lunch period I ate while sitting on top of my car balancing a blunt between my fingers I’d catch her gaze.  
 
    That night, I was waiting for her to slap me or want to take it back. That moment never happened. I was already moving as slowly as I could, but we made it to the finish line anyways. Our naked bodies rubbing, both vibrating against our own excitement. Her confession of being a virgin didn’t surprise me, and when I fished the condom out of my wallet, well, it was already happening.  
 
    In the daylight, every sin looked different. With the light brought shame, or it was supposed to. My shame didn’t come with the light, but a pair of bright blue with a hint of green eyes, looking at me like I was in fact the Devil incarnate. 
 
    Both of us saw it completely different. 
 
    I even opened up to her after she witnessed the dynamics of my broken home life. The new wife of my father, not much older than I was, pretended to be a mom, when really she’d rather be shopping with my dad’s credit card. Thankfully, my younger sister lived with my mom—the equally frustrating, yet more stable parent. I only lived with my dad to create some space in being a bad influence on my sister and to stop scaring the herd of boyfriends my mom went through. 
 
    Layla became a constant. Without her, I felt myself slipping back into destruction and lies. I was back on the NYU campus for a whole two weeks, and I had already landed myself in the dean’s office, more than once, for being an asshole. It wasn’t a true offense, but if enough people complain, I guess they call in the big guns.  
 
    College wasn’t some magic pill. I wasn’t going to change who I was because I was paying tuition to learn the same type of shit. If anything, that only made me more agitated with the expectations of change.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to realize holiday break was a fluke or biding our time. She was healing me just as much as I was helping her to heal in the Post-Ollie Era. 
 
    So, I transferred to Amherst on a whim, because of the slightest possibility of her and a nagging feeling to protect her. 
 
    Her boyfriend threw a tantrum in the coffee shop, like an over-privileged bitch and directed all his anger at her instead of me, like I intended. This put a flaw in my design. I wasn’t worried about them already making up; that was child’s play when me being present set someone off that much. He really had no idea how to play this game with me. I hadn’t even utilized Elizabeth to my advantage yet.  
 
    She looked at me with hungry eyes. I remember her eyes being red and filled with too many tears last time I saw her. I was pretty sure she was mentally devouring every inch of me.  
 
    Fresh meat, wearing the same intoxicating scent of mischief. Ollie’s ex. Layla’s new best friend.  
 
    I wondered what B’s position on Ollie was. On break, she held back her own vicious tongue, agreeing with whatever Layla felt. If she hated him in that moment, then so did B. If she missed him, so did B. If Layla doubted him, so did B. It was without a doubt the weakest display of friendship I had ever seen. None of my boys would lie just to agree with me. None of my boys needed constant attention, coddling, or praise like B did.  
 
    Elizabeth was his ex, yet Layla’s new bestie. It reeked of desperation to keep the past close.  
 
    Did she hate him? Did she still love him? Did she hate Layla?  
 
    There was a lot Elizabeth would eventually tell me, alone in a room, after feeding her hungry eyes just enough for her secrets to spill over.  
 
    Layla pleaded with me to not cause trouble, but that was the one thing I couldn’t give her. 
 
    Ollie wore everything on the outside, no matter how much he tried to seem guarded or aloof. He hadn’t mastered burying it just under the surface, and this was exactly how I was going to ruin him. 
 
    The whole time he stomped his feet I watched his every move, giving away all his secrets. I had sold enough drugs to notice certain agitations of a user. 
 
    Did Layla know Oliver was using again? 
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    I could finally inhale once Hunter, Layla, and Elizabeth left. They both greeted him like a new student they saw potential friendship in, and they continued their unimportant conversations even with me present. I thought I had made my position clear on this asshole.  
 
    Did they all forget he raped my girlfriend?  
 
    That wasn’t a sin that belonged in this group.  
 
    We were all bad, but only in our own minds. Out in the big, bad world, we were regularly tortured people with too many sins and not enough Hail Mary’s. Hunter was something worse—someone only an exorcism could cure.  
 
    I texted Layla a few more times after she left, and I knew Hunter would follow right behind her. This wasn’t my first run in with him, and I couldn’t figure out how he gained the same title as me: “bad boy”. I kept thinking how easy Florida must be if Hunter was what they produced. He barely came up with impressive comebacks or even fought back when I put force behind my fist crashing into face. He was a walking contradiction. 
 
    Layla didn’t text back. Great… she must have been mad me. I smirked at my screen empty with any replies, knowing she was giving me a taste of my own medicine. The same way I would go silent and expertly avoid her.  
 
    I pulled out my book from my overly worn bag, The Thirteen Deaths of Heath Stein. He kept planning his death and failing. It sounded like a great metaphor, yet I was expecting it to turn into some kind of romance a few chapters in. She’d be his savior or some bullshit. It was realistic, but always out of grasp. No one ever wrote about keeping love, only finding it and keeping hope alive.  
 
    The book balanced on my legs as I pressed play on my phone, finally releasing the music to my headphones. I wasn’t at peace, but a good book normally pushed my thoughts the same way a good drive cleaned out the cobwebs. 
 
    It wasn’t immediately that Hunter sat on the couch across from the broken-in chair I sat in. I was a few chapters deep, getting to know Heath Stein, when I let my eyes look up, without my face moving, half expecting some freshman unknowingly sitting in a no parking zone. Instead, I saw Hunter sprawled out like he was intimate with the couch, this coffee shop, my school… I suddenly felt like the stranger in this situation. I closed my eyes slowly, hoping I was just letting my anger somehow manifest my worst nightmares and he wasn’t truly there. I opened my eyes, and he was still there, just looking at me silently. 
 
    He pointed to his own ears, and I knew he wanted to speak in a way I heard, without the headphones. I preferred he try speaking to me with my music blaring and my headphones playing la da di da, like a child. I slammed my book shut and pushed my headphones off my ears. I didn’t bother speaking; he requested my attention, not my words. 
 
    “So, does Layla know you’re using?” 
 
    I had perfected not reacting to wild accusations. I got them enough times to realize whatever lie you told had to match your expression and that took practice.  
 
    His words still could have blown me over.  
 
    He spoke again, “I’m not an idiot, bro. I’m not Layla; I’ve been around the block a few times.” 
 
    I leaned forward, literally biting my tongue, because if I didn’t this would end with blows and not in the alleyway, but right here this time.  
 
    He leaned forward too, letting his elbow grind into himself right above the knee, staring at me harder, looking for weakness. I leaned forward further, the same way, debating letting my tongue free.  
 
    “Is that really your plan? Make up accusations and hope she believes you?” I felt smug before he quickly stole all my pride.  
 
    He laughed, before he even responded, “Okay, denial, I can work with that…” He stood up, grabbing his bag and coffee from the table, leaning down into me with his hand on my shoulder as he walked by. I could feel his breath touch my ear, as he said, “All addicts fuck up eventually. Didn’t they teach you acceptance is the first step?” 
 
    I could feel the blood in my veins turn thick and start to boil just at him touching me, never mind his sharp words. I couldn’t decide if reacting or not reacting would confirm his accusation. I stayed so tense that I thought I was willing my organs and blood pumping to cease. He walked past me, not waiting for a reaction anymore. I turned around quickly to watch him walk out. He hummed some tune and drank his coffee unaffected completely. 
 
    How did he know? If he could tell, then why couldn’t anyone else? 
 
    I did stop… well, except for this morning, when I took one more bump, just for extra strength. Talking to Aspen always ended up in him crying or devastating you with a look that you can’t take away. I was freshly sober, and I knew that alone would break me all over again. That pain would assault every nerve in my body, my subconscious would beg, and I would cave in. It doesn’t sound like self-sacrifice but it was. 
 
    I’ll hurt for them. 
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    My accounting class was making my brain hurt, even when I wasn’t paying attention. All I heard was balance sheet, income statement, and a jargon of words that all tied back to revenue. Maybe Oliver was right; I wasn’t cut out for math classes. That was another thing on my mental checklist: pick a major, talk to Oliver, convince Hunter to not make drama… All things easier said than actually done. 
 
    I had my work cut out for me.  
 
    Oliver texted me a few times in class, but I didn’t have enough motivation to get through this long class and argue with him at the same time.  
 
    The girl next to me turned almost all the way around to face me, when I realized I must have missed something. I looked around in a panic before I sighed loudly. Whatever I missed, the attention was spread equally. I hadn’t been called on.  
 
    I turned to face her. I was not oblivious to the room partnering up, but I was as to why in a more specific sense. I finally really looked at her. Her skin was a creamy mocha and her green eyes sparkled. She was beautiful and not in a for our age kind of way. Her features were sharp at her jaw, cheekbones, and chin, while the rest of her smooth skin looked poreless. I was a little intimidated by her beauty. 
 
    She smiled, revealing perfect teeth. “I’m Maddison. Do you wanna do the balance sheet or income statement?” 
 
    Still stunned, I shook my head silently, before I realized I was reverting back to the old version of myself—the version intimidated by everything around me, in a way that stopped me from being myself. I sat up straighter, smiled back, and said,  “Layla…” while offering my hand—a small habit I still hadn’t broken. 
 
    We both small-talked our way through any awkwardness, covering college life and our vastly different childhoods briefly. She was almost regal in her posture, and she used correct grammar, without one slang word.  
 
    She leaned in, like it was a secret: “I’m not very good at math,” before she laughed.  
 
    It was a good thing I was - not in this moment, not with Oliver and Hunter at each other’s throats, and I was forced to play referee.  
 
    I didn’t expect to hit it off with anyone else here. I was sucked in by Oliver’s friends already, and B was my carryon from home—one more wouldn’t hurt, right? I had never heard anyone ever say the words “I have too many friends”.  
 
    Another check mark on my mental list: check on B. She normally texts me more. 
 
    Once class was dismissed we walked out together continuing our small talk, juggling our phones and books to exchange numbers outside. I was going to text Oliver back afterwards, but he was hard to miss, leaning against his car, with a cigarette dangling from his mouth.  
 
    I pushed my head his way, “My ride is here. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow? Gotta let my brain recover before our next class.” 
 
    We both laughed, until she looked in the direction I motioned to, and I saw her carefree demeanor change into something else. 
 
    I watched the color fade fast, and her body seemed rigid, like she hit a wall and saw a ghost at the same time. I stopped myself from walking backwards; I wanted to study her face longer. She held the answers that I wanted about her reaction, but really I already made assumptions.  
 
    I was doomed to only make friends with girls Oliver broke the hearts of. Was that fate or some kind of prediction I might join their club?  
 
    She adjusted her eyes down, after realizing that I had noticed and agreed to see me during our next class—a lot less easily than all her prior words. Just like Elizabeth—smart, polished, and destroyed by the man I was currently under the spell of. 
 
    I walked over to Oliver’s car, already deciding I was angry with him for whatever he did to Maddison to make her react that way. I breezed by him, getting into the car without waiting—the way I typically did for him. He took an extra-long drag of his cigarette, pausing before he flicked the end of it in the bushes outlining the sidewalks.  
 
    I knew he was pausing on purpose, giving me space to be angry before he inquired about what. He got into the car with a huge huff, like he needed to exhale and couldn’t until now.  
 
    I stared at him intently. How could someone so gorgeous hurt so many women? Gorgeous men should be created for others to worship the way I did, not the kind of heartbreak that created malfunctions. That’s exactly what happened: Maddison malfunctioned. The only reason Elizabeth didn’t was because they were still having sex—a slow burn until her heart became ashes. 
 
    He snipped, “What, Layla? Just say it.” 
 
    “What did you do to her?” I had debated not asking, but the words came up like vomit, after gagging too many times.  
 
    “Maddison? I didn’t do anything, Layla.” 
 
    There was that level voice, casual tone. 
 
    I faced him as best as I could in the toy car, no longer just my mind that was angry but my whole body shook. He was always casual. Even with Elizabeth, he made it seem less serious than it actually was. 
 
    Could he really be this unaware of how someone else felt for him? So unaccepting? 
 
    I gave him my meanest mug. My eyebrows low and creating a headache merely with the tension they held. My shoulders stiff and mouth tight. 
 
     ”Then why did she look at you, and all the color drained from her face, Oliver?” 
 
    He dug his cigarette pack out of his center console, flipping the top open, and pulling out another cigarette with his lips, while he rolled the window down at the same time. He glanced at me without having to turn his whole face as he lit the end.  
 
    “That’s what you think? That I broke every girl’s heart when fucking my way through the campus? That I like knowing I hurt people? That it gets me off?” 
 
    He hadn’t even started the car yet, and this was already a very long car ride, debating his past and finding the source of Maddison’s melted happiness. 
 
    “You’ve been with a lot of girls. Why else would she look like that?” 
 
    He wanted me to feel stupid for my judgment, but there wasn’t any other explanation.  
 
    “I never fucked her, Layla. I’m not the one who broke her heart.” 
 
    I looked at him confused, as he turned the key over, making the car purr as the engine started. He sighed heavily, clearly annoyed with my interrogation, as he sat back. 
 
    “Aspen. That’s Aspen’s Maddison, Layla.” 
 
    He deflated me with one name: Aspen. This whole time no one else even crossed my mind. I blamed Oliver instantly without a doubt. I felt something worse than terrible. I didn’t even know what to call it; none of the words sounded right. Awful? Embarrassed? Horrendous? It was worse than any word could label. I gave in to the exact stereotypes we all were forced to wear.  
 
    And I knew better. 
 
    I slid back in my seat, staring out the front window, praying he wouldn’t look at me again. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted his smirk, wide and enjoying me being wrong. 
 
    “You gonna apologize?” 
 
    I folded my arms against my chest, praying his celebration would be fleeting. I shook my head no. “My boyfriend taught me to never apologize for anything.” 
 
    I felt his hand on my thigh, gently squeezing. “Damn straight, baby.” 
 
    I couldn’t stay mad at him, ever; I learned that quickly. Now my head was spinning from different revelations. I just met Maddison, the girl Aspen loved and got into a car wreck with—the Maddison. She’s was exactly what I hoped for in a girl for him.  
 
    I quickly thought, Does he know she’s back? 
 
    I was antsy with nerves, from the anger finally fading and the embarrassment of assuming. My mom always told me that when you assume, you make an ass of you and me. It was easy to forget on a college campus when that was all people my age did: assume and judge, based on one glance.  
 
    Oliver was calm, like normal—always calm, always level. “We have to make a stop at the Frat before home. Yes, he knows. She was at the party you brought Hunter to.” 
 
    His statement started off soft, then proceeded to get sharper the closer his words got to Hunter’s name.  
 
    I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Speaking of Hunter… Why is he suddenly on my campus, Layla?” 
 
    I shrugged the best I could, knowing I had no answers to offer.  
 
    “What really happened on break?” 
 
    His question was pointed and sharp, and I felt it draw blood.  
 
    How would I explain I didn’t forgive him, but somehow we became friends?  
 
    How would I explain we made out for hours in the hopes to turn our minds off from our troubles?  
 
    How would I explain that things almost went too far too many times?  
 
    So, I didn’t. “I told you nothing happened, Oliver.” 
 
    He was giving me the side eye, not believing a word I said. I was a horrible liar, even B told me I had to work on that now being a college girl. In her mind, college meant having to lie more.  
 
    I didn’t want to find out about what happened on his break. 
 
    He kept his eyes off me while he spoke, “Well, something you did has made him wanna change schools, Layla. How far did those hickies go?”  
 
    I shifted against the leather, not wanting to have this conversation here before pulling up to the Frat house. He was forcing me to explain.  
 
    Hunter, Maddison… both surprises he didn’t prepare for, and he didn’t want to get caught off guard again. 
 
    “Just the kissing, the marks. That’s all. I didn’t have sex with him.” 
 
    It felt like a lie even though it wasn’t. I didn’t have sex with Hunter. It went far enough to make this conversation with my boyfriend uncomfortable without sex. 
 
    Did he want me to hurt him? Or did he want to be informed because Hunter is unpredictable? 
 
    He looked at me with angry eyes again. They could have lit me on fire if he looked long enough. 
 
    “How far did the kissing go, Layla? Cut the bullshit. No clothes? Touching? What?” 
 
    Not any softer, each question drew blood. I didn’t understand how jealousy worked as a weapon when all I felt was uncomfortable and shame. 
 
    “Sometimes. I guess.”  
 
    All the calm turned quickly, his whole-body tensing as he drove. “What the fuck is ‘sometimes’, and ‘I guess’? You sometimes had your clothes off, and you guess he touched you? I’m not your fucking mom. Stop dancing around it.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, trying to lubricate my mouth at the same time, so the words slipped out easier. “Yes. What do you want from me, Oliver? This is awful to talk about. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    He pulled out another cigarette, while driving and mumbling with it pinched between his lips. “I deserve to know, especially because I don’t know… he changed fucking schools to be near you. I can handle some details. Stop being a child.” 
 
    He was making me angry. It wasn’t a matter of being childish or inexperienced. It was having to hurt him in the process. Something I didn’t willingly want to do. 
 
    On the other hand, my anger was being stirred with his silver tongue, and I didn’t care if it hurt. 
 
    “We’d made out, Oliver, but apparently you can’t just imagine what that entails, so you’re making me hurt you by telling you in detail. Can’t you just assume the worst, like any other guy would?” I paused, waiting for him to change his mind, but he waved his hand in the air instead, motioning me to proceed. “I always kept my panties on, and he kept his boxers on. It would get really heavy… different than you and I. He’d whisper to let him do things, but it never went farther than that. That’s enough, seriously.” 
 
    He muttered a simple, “Great, Layla. You teased him to death, and now he’s on our campus.” 
 
    He didn’t push for anymore when he pulled up alongside the curb in front of the Frat. The air in the car felt heavy and disappointing, the cracked window not helping. I could see his mind working to create a picture to go along with my words. I could see how he controlled the anger and pain by remaining level.  
 
    I reached for his leg, only my fingertips brushed against his jeans as he got out. I got out after a deep breath and snagging my phone, leaving everything else behind, even my confession. 
 
    I closed the door, turning around to Oliver almost right against me. He pushed me backwards into his car and his palms pressed against the frame behind me. I could feel his keys hanging from his jeans pressed against my leg. I was assaulted with his scent and his dark eyes. I watched his face dip down into my neck before I felt his lips place a soft kiss. He kissed his way to my ear before he whispered, “I’m going to destroy him, so there better not be anything there.” 
 
    I swallowed hard again hoping it didn’t mean anything other than what it truly meant. I was intimidated by his anger and worried for Hunter… 
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    Layla might have been brave now, but she certainly had some ways to go on the confidence.  
 
    She was uncomfortable even telling me what happened between her and Hunter. I knew we weren’t together over break; I wasn’t about to cry and scream cheater. I needed to know, because he wasn’t going to play fair, not for her, not if he changed schools. 
 
    I didn’t want to be caught off guard again.  
 
    I had an envelope in my back pocket for Aspen I had to drop off so he could stop texting me reminders. If he didn’t skip class, he probably would have seen her on campus without needing to know her class schedule.  
 
    Caden already gave me the full run down on Aspen’s day off. He skipped classes and was making his way through a twenty-four pack of Bud Light—piss water of the masses. It would still get the job done, just slower—more controlled than hard liquor. 
 
    Caden skipped classes too, and now he was passing the torch of babysitting to me. I had night duty. I had to stop here anyways to give him Maddison’s schedule, which I basically acquired illegally when logging in as my prof. The things I did for my friends—this group.  
 
    That was all games compared to my need to decompress the fact that Hunter knew something no one else did. 
 
    I wasn’t sober anymore. 
 
    I stopped using, but I quickly picked my bad habits out of the trash the minute Layla wasn’t in the coffee shop waiting for me after I got cornered by the Amherst Sinners. Ironic. Sinners cornering a fellow sinner. 
 
    I truly hadn’t gone sober like I told my friends, that would have been obvious to everyone around me. I took sober days here and there, but nothing resembling commitment.  
 
    Detoxing even from a two-month bender would have been brutally obvious. The fact that no one noticed wasn’t surprising, considering I went away for rehab, with all the detoxing concealed in a white building with bullies for nurses. 
 
    I walked in, knowing what I was about to see: the other side of Aspen—the one we all knew best, our friend, the real him, instead of the guilt ridden version we tolerated since the crash. 
 
    He jumped off the couch, grabbing my hand and pulling me into his chest for some kind of hug. I couldn’t relax until I heard him whisper against me, “Miss me, motherfucker?”  
 
    I never knew how to be around the broken version of him. Caden was unbelievable at knowing how to handle everyone, constantly making his personality fit into whatever box they needed checked. I was the opposite. I was brash, quietly rude, and stand offish in the worst ways. I tightened my arm around him. I did miss him. 
 
    His hand was still on my shoulder, even when we pulled away. I reached for my back pocket, displaying an envelope between us. I didn’t even know if this version still desired this information, but I presented it anyways.  
 
    “Good looks, bro!”  
 
    He ripped it open, not caring how shredded the envelope got as long as her class schedule went untouched.  
 
    I saw the empties littering the coffee table, like badges of honor. I watched him look it over more than once before he looked at me silently thanking me. I pulled him in for another small hug, patting his back, while I said in a low voice, “Keep her busy, man.” 
 
    I looked at Layla still in the doorway, analyzing the scene of beer and a more out-going Aspen. I touched her hand giving it a small squeeze, “I’ll be right back. Hang with the boys.” 
 
    I walked up the stairs, guilt-free still. It wasn’t until I was about to push my door open that I felt the guilt start at my ankles and travel up to my heart. I was running away from my problems, like I always did. After I got sober, I learned to not create any more problems. Layla wasn’t the problem, but loving her came with problems, named jealousy, insecurity, and drama—all things I was used to running away from. 
 
    I was on autopilot in my room, not even having to think, when I found myself reaching into my desk drawer and pushing my hand under books for the small bag to dull my demons. 
 
    I had only been having the smallest amount and stretching out hours of fasting. I was trying to wean myself off, which seemed pretty impossible with demons crawling up from six feet under, named Maddison and Hunter. They were haunting us, and we weren’t holy enough to exorcise them. 
 
    I pinched the smallest amount and carefully letting it live between my thumb and pointer finger, staring at the blow for longer than I meant to before a swift inhale made it evaporate. I convinced myself this was the equivalent of Caden’s classy aspirin, Percocet, Aspen’s alcohol, Elizabeth’s Ritalin, Hayley’s love for pussy instead of dick being secret, and just a guess but B’s intolerance of food. I still hadn’t seen her eat yet, and I guessed that wasn’t a coincidence. We all had little helpers that were secret. So why did mine feel lethal in comparison?  
 
    I let it sink in the same way someone had a headache and waited for the medicine to kick in, in a way that was unrealistic. My medicine was going to kick in almost immediately.  
 
    I realized I needed a reason I was gone, so I grabbed my Alice in Wonderland book off the desk before heading back downstairs. Typically, I wouldn’t care, and I could bet no one would notice, except maybe Caden. Layla was my priority worry until I weaned myself completely off the blow again.  
 
    I quickly thought, If we all had vices and sins, then what was Hunter’s? Was it crippling? Could I use it to my advantage?  
 
    Layla was a closed book on Hunter, not giving me a single hint, and it made me question her loyalty to me.  
 
    Aspen was shot-gunning a beer with Caden, even though he had plans, and I was on night shift with Aspen’s drunk ass. I leaned against the frame, dividing the living room from the foyer, “Caden, don’t you have practice?” 
 
    Caden was in off-season baseball, and practice was starting up again. This behavior wasn’t a-typical for him. There had been too many instances where Caden had played hung over, and he claimed it was the best cure. I never argued. I couldn’t. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m going. See? We’re always keepin’ it fresh with the role reversals…”  
 
    His hand hit my shoulder before leaning down into his gym bag near my feet, ripping his shirt off proudly. I rolled my eyes, mentally annoyed with his cockiness that was on 24/7. He grabbed his gym bag, hanging  it heavily on his shoulder, and he bent down to whisper to Aspen something inaudible.  
 
    Layla was sitting next to Aspen, most likely prodding him for answers to her questions, while in a weakened state. I let my body fall into the chair I commandeered every time I found myself in this living room. I made a habit of marking my domain; no one challenged me, until Hunter. 
 
    I heard Aspen talking about Maddison with more ease than normal. “It’s hard to get over someone when you ruin their life.” 
 
    Layla’s hand landed on his forearm, giving him a comforting squeeze, and I had to remind myself that was who she was—nothing more.  
 
    She looked just as wounded as he was when she said, “She can’t possible hate you after all this time.” 
 
    Aspen made eye contact. “How long did you hate Hunter?”  
 
    I scoffed loudly, unapologetically, “Not anymore.”  
 
    Her head snapped over to me, with a scowl that could compete with mine. Aspen could easily see what was going on, even drunk—the heavy tension just at the mention of the new student on campus. He looked past Layla, only at me, and asked, “What did I miss?” 
 
    That was the best part about Aspen, he may not be himself ninety percent of the time, but his memories were enacted so it made the adjustment easy.  
 
    I sat back, relaxing, kicking my feet up on the coffee table before I answered. “Hunter enrolled at Amherst today.” 
 
    Aspen’s jaw literally dropped. He didn’t bother picking it up from his lap when his eyes moved to Layla, questioning her silently.  
 
    I sat forward, knees connecting with my elbows, “While we’re on the topic—”  
 
    Aspen cut me off, asking for me, “Well, what do we know? Is he coming after you?” 
 
    Layla laughed, like we were plotting his death instead of answering us. We might as well have been. This group wasn’t nicknamed “Amherst Sinners” by the campus because we kept our hands clean. We played dirty and didn’t take threats well. 
 
    Layla looked stunned, not having met this direct Aspen too many times before. She was used to asking the questions, not answering them.  
 
    She rolled her eyes when his eyes went wide in her direction. “Why would he be after anyone? We’re friends now…” 
 
    Aspen’s hand landed on her knee, and I sat even more on the edge of my seat, paying attention even more than I already was. He spoke to her like a child, explaining what she was oblivious to. “Oh, sweetie… Hunter wouldn’t change schools to be better friends with you.”  
 
    She stood straighter up at the idea of ill intentions. “He probably hates Oliver, but he’s not going to betray me by coming after people or trying to be inappropriate with me. That’s crazy. We don’t live in a fictional thriller, Aspen.”  
 
    His eyes squinted at her, taking in her words, and I could see him mentally contemplating if she was believing what she said, because we didn’t.  
 
    The conversation ended quickly, when we both realized she couldn’t see the root evil of him, even after he… did what he did to her. I couldn’t even silently say the word in my mind anymore, without igniting a fire inside me directly pointing at Hunter—a fire that wanted him to burn and consequences only fanned the fire. Her forgiveness was something holy—something I was unfamiliar with.  
 
    Aspen got more drunk, really it was sobering as even more of himself came out and he talked about Maddison being back. Layla seemed comfortable taking on the role of protector, coddler, and sober companion in a way I imagined her teenage years were filled with. She didn’t drink or take part in typical high school fun, with this being her role instead.  
 
    Aspen went through too many conflicting emotions for me to keep up. Anger. Next beer. Sadness. Next beer. Remorse. Next beer. Love. Next beer.  
 
    “Will you talk to her for me? Get her to come to the fundraiser this weekend? I can do the rest.” 
 
    He pleaded with Layla like I wasn’t in the room, with his hands on her legs as he faced her—his hands on what was mine. This group was known for having comfort and connections that outsiders couldn’t figure out. I figured the whole campus assumed we had orgies on the regular because of moments like this. What outsiders didn’t know is that I didn’t share.  
 
    I was an orphaned infant with no siblings and used to not letting myself have anything that was just mine. I was a guest in my own life. I never had anything to share.  
 
    I wasn’t going to start with Layla. 
 
    I watched her features scrunch up, questioning if his suggestion was a good idea.  
 
    I sat up again, alert. “Aspen, you and I both know that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    I spoke to him like the wounded bird he was normally, forgetting for a moment he was himself. I sat back, letting my tongue suck the back of my teeth, realizing I just made a mistake, but I was ready for his temper.  
 
    “Don’t fucking talk to me like a child! I don’t know anything is a bad idea; nothing is when you’re trying to be sorry. I’m not you. I don’t wreck everything around me and have no remorse for others!” he said loudly. 
 
    We both knew we weren’t talking about Maddison anymore. I couldn’t let him take this any further.  
 
    “Don’t give me that bullshit. How you feel is fucking fleeting. Tomorrow you won’t even look at the girl, and you’ll go back to the empty shell of yourself.”  
 
    I was the only one who didn’t tolerate the duel sides of Aspen. This argument was a long time coming. 
 
    He sat up straighter, probably proud of himself for the comeback, he was about to let cut through his own lips. “How do you deal with your demons, Ollie? Wanna share? You don’t think you’re a shell of the guy I met in high school? You don’t think that the blow, the dead baby, and sting of endless fucks, who can’t even look at you on campus, have changed you?”  
 
    We both stood up, unapologetically ready to let this go to blows if it meant getting it out of our systems. 
 
    “The real question is why you care so much!” 
 
    He scoffed, spinning around in place, like looking at me was painful and the answers obvious. “Because you’re my best friend, Ollie! You’re my family! And if you can’t figure out how to keep the demons quiet, then we’re all fucked, aren’t we?”  
 
    Instead of blows, he pulled me into his chest, and my body refused to relax. My firsts still clenched along with my jaw. I was a piece of plywood in his muscular arms. Somehow his duel personalities became about me and my demons, not his.  
 
    He spoke low against my face, as he squeezed tighter. “I wasn’t bidding, Ollie. I was paying my dues for ruining her life, and now it’s time to get forgiveness. You won’t even blame anyone, so who will you forgive to silence your sins brother.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question or even a suggestion. He was letting me in on the secret everyone else seem to know. Aspen couldn’t be himself without feeling sorry for himself, for putting himself in some kind of torture for what he’d done. Now, without Maddison, he couldn’t move on. They all waited for him patiently, while I only let my anger build. He abandoned us, just like everyone else we counted on.  
 
    I think part of me hated him because we both held so tightly to our pasts, and I resented him for being weak. I didn’t want to be him. I didn’t want the pity or stares.  
 
    He words rattled me to the core, and my mouth begged for a cigarette between my lips—anything to steady my grip on reality.  
 
    He needed forgiveness from her.  
 
    I needed it from myself. 
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    The weekend was here, and I was too well programmed to not know the drill when it came to fundraisers. I had already fielded three calls from my mom and some uncommitted texts from my dad reminding me. 
 
    Fundraisers were crack for this level of rich. We didn’t blow money on Gucci; we exchanged it for plaques with our last name on buildings. It was a whole new game of power plays. Monopoly wasn’t just a game, but a version of the real world—the one percenters. 
 
    Thankfully our name was on other buildings far off campus. I was already the reason for the crackdown and the dry campus after my accident. I didn’t need to also be the kid with his name on buildings.  
 
    That was all Ollie, and he hid everything he didn’t want known all too well. He was infamous just as Ollie, and I was pretty sure only students in his TA class knew his last name. They were too dumbfounded by his chiseled jaw and don’t-care attitude to put two and two together. His last name was directly after the words “happily donated” sprinkled through campus. 
 
    I woke up this morning feeling slightly hung over, and I argued with myself that one shot was going to cure my pounding headache. “Hair of the dog,” Caden always said. I wasn’t sure I ever believed that, but now was the perfect time to test that theory. Tonight, I’d be in the same room with the girl I love and broke…  
 
    I always picked up our suits from the same shop, every time we had a stamp of “mandatory” over the invite. The man must have been early seventies, still making custom suits, and I felt some kind of loyalty to people who worked hard for what they had—maybe because I never really had to.  
 
    I was envious of the feeling of exhaustion from work instead of boredom. 
 
    I knew my life was different when I got my first failing grade in middle school. I was prepared to explain to my parents the truth: I didn’t study, and I guessed each answer. Except the teacher never gave me a failing grade. She handed me back my test and said, “I knew which answers you really meant.” I told my dad about it anyways; my moral compass wasn’t cracked back then, yet.  
 
    He sat me down outside, where the truth could fly away after it was said, like it never came to fruition.  
 
    His hand patted my back comfortingly as he spoke: “Son, there’s going to be two kinds of people in this world: Those who don’t want to see you fail, so they’ll do anything to be part of your success, and those who will take pride in laughing when you do. The money won’t make you make better choices, but it’ll change how those choices pan out.” 
 
    “I didn’t study. That wasn’t even my test. She should have failed me…” I protested hard, from my gut. 
 
    He saw how confused and upset I was. I was fighting to be heard. I took pride in my grades and honesty. He sighed, like it was too much to explain, far too completed, and I was just a kid.  
 
    “When you can get help, take it, because everyone else is going to want to see you fall. You have what they want. You have too much. It’s justice in their minds.” 
 
    His words didn’t sound real.  
 
    I was the continuous double standard. My dad didn’t bother explaining all this, so I could test the limits of people willing to cover up mistakes, but that’s exactly what I did. 
 
    Shortly after, I started testing boundaries—the same ones my friends I came to Amherst with didn’t call boundaries. We all tested the rules in our own ways, for our own reasons.  
 
    I experimented with everything, before I realized I was the only one who could get away with being heavily intoxicated, even behind a wheel. That made me feel invincible. I had something no one else did: a free pass.  
 
    I had a mental record built up of all the times I was pulled over without any real punishment, all the times I didn’t bother to study and passed anyways, or all the times I smoked joints in public, only to get a nod and a verbal warning.  
 
    I learned I was untouchable.  
 
    I was invincible in a way my friends weren’t. 
 
    I tested the boundaries, until I found the line: hurting someone else—someone I cared about. Immunity only worked for me, not her.  
 
    I dropped Ollie’s suit inside his room, laying it on his bed and shooting him a quick message, “Suits arrived. I’ll meet you there later?”  
 
    I knew I was expected to be there early to greet people arriving. I’d be alone until my friends made an appearance. I was their golden child, expected to reach heights my brothers and sisters didn’t. In this case, it meant greeting the people donating to our fine institution.  
 
    Where my siblings (one sister and three brothers) landed was still successful in every ounce of the word—lawyers, financial advisors for huge companies, starting start-up companies, and corporate robots. They were certainly not the idiots investing in Fyre Festival and seeing no return. 
 
    Nothing with too much risk.  
 
    I was destined to intern next summer at the firm my brother was on the partner track with.  
 
    I shrugged with a casual “sure” the moment I got that call from my mom. I could tell she was excited to tell me about the internship when everything ended in: “Aren’t you excited?” 
 
    I always went with the flow—never making waves. That wasn’t who I was. I did what I was told to—never even speaking too loudly, never giving anyone a reason to hate me beyond the last name and inheritance that came with it.  
 
    I was okay with law. After I bent and broke it so many times, I found it fascinating.  
 
    The last time I was in this library I was running for shelter from the rain as I was switching classes. I never utilized the stacks of resources or sought out the obvious quiet, like other studious students. It was just a building to me.  
 
    I smirked to myself, realizing this was Ollie’s second home and somewhere no one ever looked for him—his hideaway.  
 
    I walked in, adjusting my shirt to be perfectly tucked into my pants and the belt centered. My mom had a strong opinion around fashion—always giving unsolicited advice on how to take your look to the next level.  
 
    She kissed both my cheeks. “Aspen, you wore the brown shoes? I wanted you to wear the mustard shoes with your suit.” 
 
    “All three phones calls, and you couldn’t mention that? Really, Mom?” 
 
    She laughed the smallest laugh. Right now, she was directing people and things around the room. Right now, she was a tough leader, not my mom or wardrobe specialist. 
 
    It smelled old, like that antique scent, but the windows let in enough light to be warm and cozy. I hung my double breasted pea coat over my arm, before a young girl, also recruited against her will, offered to hang it up for me. I swiped my phone from the pocket, pushing my hand inside the breast of my coat as she handled my coat with too much care. She must have been my age. She wasn’t hard to look at either, except I was here for Maddison. 
 
    It was a good feeling to know I had a backup plan in case I struck out.  
 
    I anxiously awaited her parents stepping through the wide-open doors and her trailing behind them, like we all did. We all came second to our privileged parents in their world, at their events.  
 
    I waited and waited for her. Good thing I wasn’t holding my breath. 
 
    Fake excitement. 
 
    Fake smiles. 
 
    Fake small talk questions. 
 
    The realest part was their lips pressed against your bare cheek. That kind of intimacy can’t be bogus. Skin to skin never was. 
 
    There was a coffee bar set up towards the back of the room for all those unable to drink, publicly, and for those too hammered off the complimentary bar to leave without caffeine.  
 
    I never understood that concept: how coffee could soothe a drunk. It wasn’t a magic elixir. 
 
    I was wasting time and distracting myself until she arrived. I don’t know why I wasn’t using this time to think about what I’d say.  
 
    I didn’t want to sound rehearsed or ingenuine—even if that meant not knowing what I’d say when I was face to face with her. 
 
    My friends arrived before she did. I was losing hope she’d show her face at all. They were dressed up uncomfortably, with their expressions stretched into boredom, and sneaking alcohol when no one was looking. 
 
    Maddison’s parents were close to mine, emulating the same lifestyle, just in specifically different ways.  
 
    We were from Massachusetts, while she was originally from Connecticut. My family was dominated by men, while she had two older sisters. They summered in the Hamptons, while we always found ourselves somewhere dripping in fresh air and nature.  
 
    My dad used to be a hiking instructor before my mom competed with him on his own group hike back in college as the guide. She turned most of her life into a competition. Needless to say, my dad didn’t instruct anymore, he now worked in the financial district of Boston, which I always presumed was a part of her plan to win whatever competition she was in, like life, being a women of equal accomplishments, whatever imaginary gold star she was after… 
 
    I guess I inherited it from her: the need to win even when you’re wrong. 
 
    I was wrong. I was the villain, yet I still needed to win her—her forgiveness. 
 
    Her scent was lingering around the library, like I was having a bad trip: coconut, floral, and cinnamon—unmistakable.  
 
    Scanning the entrance, I found her standing so straight it made me want to make her smile to loosen up her posture. I sauntered over to my parents, who were still stapled in front of the doorway greeting each and every person. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and she noticed, squirming like it would disrupt my gaze. It didn’t. She wore a dark purple floor length dress with flowers printed at the bottom and petals falling upward on the fabric—falling, just not for me.  
 
    Her creamy hazelnut skin shined brighter than anything in the room. She put her hand out firmly in front of me. “Aspen, good to see you.”  
 
    I could see the strain in her face as she choked out the words. She wanted to say, “Fuck off!” or, “I hate you!” instead. 
 
    I took her hand, turning it over in my palm and bending down to kiss the top of her hand lightly. I could feel her analyzing my actions intensely, as she took her hand back.  
 
    Our parents knew we had a connection in the past, but I didn’t bother to outline the details for them. It was obvious to everyone what went wrong once they showed up at the hospital to the both of us banged up, with her way worse off than I was.  
 
    I would have traded places. 
 
    I still couldn’t peel my eyes off of her. “Why don’t we go get a drink, while our parents talk about donations?” 
 
    I could tell she didn’t want to say yes, but the four pairs of eyes manipulated her own opinion into a yes. I didn’t try to take her hand again. I kept looking over my shoulder, hoping she was still following me.  
 
    “Do you want a soda or… something?” 
 
    She snapped her head up from the floor, staring at me with intent to kill. “I don’t drink anymore.” 
 
    I stepped to the side, out of the way of the coffee bar. “I meant coffee or soda. I’m not an asshole, Maddison. Maybe if you let me explain, make this up to you, anything for your forgiveness.” 
 
    She scoffed so loudly I thought the whole room would turn to me and tell us be quiet it’s a library. I didn’t shift my eyes to absorb the reactions. I could feel the eyes glued to us. 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid, Aspen? I know you aren’t sober. Nothing about your life changed, and mine will never be the same.” 
 
    I watched her eyes well up and her arms shake with anger at the same time. I was one tear away from defeated.  
 
    I leaned in trying to whisper between us, “Nothing changed for me? That’s rich. My whole life was turned upside down that night.” 
 
    I took her hand, dragging her behind me, probably against her will, deeper into the bowels of the library. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have in a room full of people ready to donate to our campus and looking at us as examples to determine how much.  
 
    She stood in the aisle of books with a permanent furrow to her brow, as she waited for me to speak.  
 
    I looked around at the rows of spines, reading classic names and looking up at the flag marking the aisle “Classical Romance”. That wasn’t even planned. I wish I was that smooth.  
 
    I pushed my body into hers, space no longer existence, as I whispered a few inches from her. I wanted her to feel my warm breath against her cold skin. “You’re right. I’m not sober. It’s kind of hard to be when shit like that happens.”  
 
    She wasn’t impressed, and my proximity to her body didn’t soften her up any. “I went to rehab right after the hospital, Maddison, and you never came back. After that, I was practically on house arrest with all kinds of probation. I tried to visit you so many times…” 
 
    My voice petered out at the end, and my mind drug me back to all the times I tried to visit her and was denied. “Tried” rarely worked for any girl let alone someone like Maddison. 
 
    I should have stayed there, outside her room, or shouted her name until they let me inside the extra wide door to her room. 
 
    I could hear her voice catch and could see her tongue swept over her lips. I couldn’t tell if it was my confession or being this close to her that was breaking her reserve. I leaned in further, testing her bounds. “I’ve drowned myself in alcohol, waiting for this moment—the moment I could say sorry for everything.” 
 
    Her lips parted ever so slightly. I knew the reaction was the negative space between us, as in not existing anymore. We’d done more than this is the past, her on top, me on top, and any other position she didn’t deem too adventurous.  
 
    She was what Caden would call vanilla. I didn’t mind. Sex was sex, no matter how you did it. 
 
    Her hand reached up, touching my forearm. I had it stretched past her propping me up at this angle. Her warm hands felt like forgiveness. It wasn’t good enough, and I wasn’t stopping until the words came from her mouth.  
 
    She couldn’t look at me directly anymore, letting her head roll to one side with a pensive look. No doubt debating if I was worthy of forgiveness at all.  
 
    I took the opportunity to smooth my hands down her dress finding her hips, as my mouth left kisses along her exposed neck. A faint pant escaped her lips, motivating me to push up her dress, without letting my lips leave her skin. My hands forgot how perfect her cocoa skin was, after I exposed more of it. She was perfect, even covered in scars from her hips down, from the twisted metal of my car, the surgeries, and new metal fusing with her bones.  
 
    My hands landed on the back of her thighs and lifted her up after pushing her dress up too far. Engulfed in her scent, with her legs around me, I finally heard her small voice whisper against my lips, “I forgive you, Aspen.”  
 
    For a second, I thought she forgave me just so I wouldn’t go any further. Another part of me saw how much she craved this, just as much as I did. 
 
    I didn’t care either way. I was victorious in gaining her forgiveness, and now I just had her to win over. 
 
    Forgiving someone doesn’t mean you relinquish every feeling; it just means you don’t hold them accountable anymore for what you’re forgiving. 
 
    Penance, not a get out of jail free card.  
 
    In that moment, I thought of Hunter for split second and all he had done and the lack of desire to be sorry. His lack of persistence really inflated my ego. I was bad enough to do wrong, but at least good enough to be sorry. 
 
    I pulled the thin fabric of her panties to the side letting my fingers explore, while her lips found mine. She moaned into my mouth when she pulled away to gasp, and I bit her bottom lip gently, tugging. I watched Maddison feel good because of me, and my now wet fingers felt like the ultimate forgiveness. 
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     The fundraiser couldn’t have been more boring. Just leaving wasn’t an option with Richard there too. Leaving dropped into the category of embarrassment. There was always a high price to pay when he felt embarrassed. I should know, I was the one single embarrassment of his entire life. I’m sure, when that happened, the adoption card was played—a reason for my rude personality and lack of manners. It was a solid excuse, even though I was adopted as an infant. He could still blame my genetic make-up not being his. 
 
    I was constantly aware of how much I was never his. 
 
    I felt slightly more relaxed with Layla by my side. Even her worried eyes spotted the tension instantly. She held my hand tighter and leaned up to whisper into me, “You know if you make that face long enough it might stick.” 
 
    I didn’t know I was making a face until her observation.  
 
    Finally taking my eyes off of him, I glanced at her, holding onto my arm and trying to distract me, and said, “It’s not easy pretending he’s not in the room.” 
 
    I could have gotten lost in her eyes—always changing with her mood, deepening with each emotion. It was what drew me to her in the first place: those eyes.  
 
    Blue and hints of green created this depth that sucked me into her. 
 
    “I know, but maybe you guys can talk and work things out?”  
 
    Her suggestion was noted, but would never happen. He was a piece of shit who didn’t participate in raising me, took pleasure in my mistakes as a toddler, and wasn’t afraid to make sure I knew I wasn’t welcome. A better person would forgive him; clearly, I  was not that person. 
 
    Just as I opened my mouth to speak, Aspen’s mom stood in front of me, introducing the enemy I vowed to destroy: Hunter. 
 
    What was he even doing here? This wasn’t a public event; it was invitation only. 
 
    “Have you met the new transfer student? This is Hunter. He made a very lovely donation when he transferred.” 
 
    Aspen’s mom’s eyes were wide, and she signaled me to be nice. She chose the wrong one of us to introduce him to if that was her goal.  
 
    The whole room was easily swayed by this asshole in a suit. Every other time I saw him, he was in combat boots with white laces, a flannel around his waist, and a jean jacket. His hair was always a mess of blonde, highlighted from his home state, and unruly, just like him. This was a far cry in his button up shirt, vest, and dress pants. He looked out of place with his hair in a low bun, still disheveled, like he lived near a beach and just finished swimming in the ocean.  
 
    He was a long way from home. 
 
    I didn’t plan on answering the question as I pulled Layla closer, with my arm hanging over her shoulders, claiming her as mine.  
 
    Layla spoke up, “We went to high school together, Mrs. Stratford.”  
 
    I wish she didn’t answer. It felt unintentionally betraying. 
 
    I waited for someone else to beckon Aspen’s mom before I showed my true colors. I was an asshole, and my way of concealing it was simply being quiet. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here? Invite only.” 
 
    The small smile spread across his face proved me wrong, without him speaking, as he pulled the invitation from inside his vest. “Weird, I have one of those. If you donate enough money, I guess you get invited. Don’t worry… I’ll try not to fuck your mom. Clearly, the blonde bombshell, right?” 
 
    He crossed a line—one even I wouldn’t have, one that acted like in a snap in getting me angry enough to act reckless.  
 
    I took my arm back from being lazily slung over Layla’s shoulders, making it easier to grasp his shirt in my hands. I yanked him close, as I snarled out the words: “Don’t ever bring up my mom again.” 
 
    Layla’s hands pleaded with me,  tugging at me to stop. I was too far gone, deeply buried in the bitch known as vengeance. He crossed a line, and I stepped over it. 
 
    Hunter laughed, menacingly. “I can’t be the only one who’s ever wanted to fuck her…” 
 
    I cocked back one fist, ready to give him my worst, when the familiar cologne wafted  in my face: Richard. His hand didn’t even have to push us apart with any effort to separate us. His eyes were dark, embarrassment taking over the room, and he barked one command. “Both of you, come with me, now.” 
 
    I looked around the room for any familiar eyes, for anyone who could save me, who’d understand what I was about to walk in to.  
 
    Everyone’s eyes were filled with disbelief, disappointment or whatever else word starts with dis and ends in capturing failure.  
 
    Layla’s fingers slid against my palm, as I walked by her, our hands brushing together like a sad goodbye. I made sure to stop, letting Hunter follow him first. I placed a delicate kiss on her forehead. “Find me in 10 minutes. This will be ugly.” 
 
    That was an understatement.  
 
    That was long enough to be scolded and alone with two enemies.  
 
    Unwillingly, I let her hand drop from mine, as I walked away. It hit me like a ton of bricks: the urge to be numb and not have to feel. It was a whisper in the back of my head, as I watched Richard disown me in a room full of important people. His desire to punish me for protecting all of us from Hunter turned it into a yell.  
 
    The voice wanted to be numb; the urge was so loud I couldn’t ignore it anymore.  
 
    I walked into a private room, watching Hunter smirk, like we were five and got caught arguing, so now we were sentenced to separate corners. Only we we’re adults, and my father wasn’t a fan of corners; he liked a stiffer hand.  
 
    That stiffer hand always liked my pale skin. He was always satisfied when it’s turned a bright pink under his hand and my cries sounded like screams. It wasn’t until I forced myself to stop crying he feigned as much interest.  
 
    I perched my ass on the desk, waiting for him to be done with Hunter, before I got my real punishment, alone. 
 
    Nothing bad would happen with him there. 
 
    I smirked right back at him; he had no idea about my father, Richard. He was about to learn. 
 
    Richard had his hands on his hips, while he tried to shove down the anger in front of this stranger. “Do either of you realize you are here as examples of this institute? You are here to smile, make conversation, and inspire donations, because of how well you come off. Do you think fighting is how that’s accomplished?”  
 
    I tried not to laugh at whatever nicer version of my evil dad this was. I tried and failed, letting the chuckling escape my mouth anyways. His eyes suddenly moved to me, and just like that, the version I knew was back.  
 
    His face was tight, tense even. “What’s so funny, Oliver? Do you think continuing to embarrass me is entertaining?” 
 
    I was hoping to keep that he was my dad close to the vest, but Hunter needed to be just as caught off guard as I was by him. 
 
    “No, Dad, I don’t find it entertaining. Who invited this piece of shit rapist?”  
 
    I knew they were both equally as wrong, both equally confused by that night, and labeling him a rapist would probably follow him forever. I didn’t care. I liked how it sounded to connect his name with the vulgar word. I liked how he squirmed every time he heard it. 
 
    My dad squinted his eyes, clearly confused by my allegation. He only muttered a quieter, “Excuse me, Oliver?” 
 
    Hunter shook his head defiantly, already defending himself, and no one even looked at him.  
 
    “He raped Layla back in Florida.” 
 
    I was matter of fact, but that didn’t matter when I didn’t have the best track record. While at the worst of my high, I continued to lie about almost everything, spiraling into one lie to cover another. Eventually, Richard stopped believing me altogether.  
 
    I couldn’t blame him. I blamed his timing; he hadn’t believe me since my mother brought me into his home. 
 
    My dad stared at Hunter, moving closer to intimidate him into honesty. “Is that true?” 
 
    Hunter wasn’t some amateur, who was easily pushed or prodded. “With all due respect, your son is a suffering drug addict. We can’t always believe what he claims…” 
 
    I watched Hunter put on a show, standing up straighter and utilizing proper English, like he knew this world—the world of manners, dinner parties, and best behaviors. The itch of anger crept up my spine. Layla should have told us more about him.  
 
    You can’t hurt the enemy you don’t know. 
 
    Richard’s hard exterior turned soft. He loosened up, and his hand slapped Hunter’s shoulder like he agreed with him. The itch turned into a gnawing annoyance now. I was losing, even in an arena I shouldn’t be. 
 
    “Oliver, do you want to apologize for your outburst and offending a generous donator?” 
 
    Yep, lost. 
 
    I slid off the desk, standing, too angry to sit. “No, I’m not apologizing. I’m not sorry. He knows it’s true. Just ask Layla.” 
 
    Richard dismissed Hunter with a kind, “Please excuse us, Hunter. Go join the fundraiser.” He walked him to the door and even waited to close it behind him. I even spotted a smile—one never afforded to me.  
 
    I was looking down, contemplating how all my truths were ripped from me because of my past. No one ever believed me, only Layla, and that made her important—important enough to keep him from hunting her.  
 
    Richard’s swift hand found my cheek so hard it that forced my face eye level with his. He yanked me from my own thoughts of Layla. She couldn’t save me now.  
 
    I let my tongue massage the inside of my cheek, as my mouth collapsed open—my jaw twisting, like I needed to shake it off. I forced myself to not react or move in any way that made him feel victorious.  
 
    The words that sprung from his lips were venomous, poisoning my fresh wound: “Do you know what that was for, Oliver?”  
 
    I let a pissed off “no” slither from my tight lips. 
 
    “You now want to insult one of our biggest donors? Your constant drama is nothing but a burden to me and your mother. Stop embarrassing yourself. It’s my last name you carry around.” 
 
    He walked away, without any care for my comebacks or insults. I didn’t bother. I was still mentally licking my own wounds. He stopped before closing the door behind him. “A warning? You don’t want me to find out you aren’t clean anymore.” 
 
    As soon as the door closed, all the rage, unwanted tears, and pain erupted. A guttural growl from my closed lips seeped from me, while my fists were so tight it almost hurt, but not as much as him. I pushed everything off the desk in one swoop, needing to damage anything I could. Breathing heavily, I yanked my phone from my jacket pocket and ripped the case off recklessly.  
 
    There it was.  
 
    Salvation.  
 
    Hope.  
 
    Courage.  
 
    The kind of fix I needed right now. All the things I lacked, all the hope, the salvation, the courage… everything ripped away from me in the last fifteen minutes I could now put back. It was as simple as pouring some powder into the crook of my hand, right between my thumb and pointer finger, and one big inhale.  
 
    That’s exactly what I did.  
 
    It was almost satisfying just to look at the powder sitting perfectly, teasingly, but there was no contact high. The only contact high I got was from Layla when I was between her legs. 
 
    I sucked it in quickly. I took a beat to inhale the serenity of being numb soon and exhaled the bullshit of my two enemies. 
 
    I had perfected not looking high while high; it was a talent that served no purpose beyond these moments here. I walked out of the room, touching my cheek where his heavy hand struck me, hoping the pink faded by now. 
 
    My eyes caught Layla’s worried expression, and all I was hoping for was that she wasn’t the coddling type. I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t bounce back like that.  
 
    Her absence created enough weakness for me to give into demons I kept at bay for a year. I told her I loved her, but that didn’t change who I was. I wasn’t the type to be coddled. I wasn’t going to share my wounds, like some fucking therapy session.  
 
    Her hands reached for my arm, squeezing, so I’d know she was there, but she remained silent and tried not to stare at me too long each time she looked up at me. We both knew the ridges in her brows were noticed.  
 
    My focus was on Caden’s eyes, which were laser focused on Aspen’s parents. I told Layla I’d be back; really, it was a lie. I knew this look, and it meant trouble. The protective part of me stomped all over my delicate feelings that were thankfully fading. 
 
    I looked at the time on my phone, as I leaned against the bar, wondering how much more time the adults in the room needed to kiss each other’s asses. They were passing Hunter around like a savior, when really he was the corruptor.  
 
    I turned to the focused Caden and asked, “The bartender cool about giving us drinks?” 
 
    Caden shot me a quick glance, not convinced he was even really seeing me. “I don’t know. Find out.” 
 
    Caden was saying less than five words, weird. He was a man of many words, not short, curt answers, and not statements like, “I don’t know”. 
 
    “What’s your issue? What’s up with the laser focus?” 
 
    He stopped pacing with his hands on his hips facing me finally. “Aspen is with Maddison in the stacks. I’m keeping both their parents in this area.” 
 
    It didn’t explain his intensity. “Okay, and…?” 
 
    Clearly annoyed with me, “You do realize if this goes sideways, we might get something worse than Jekyll and Hyde? He might be worse off.” 
 
    He was the only one thinking about this group and each person’s sanity. All of us were thinking of ourselves, contemplating when this nightmare function would be over. 
 
    Aspen couldn’t have had better timing in my absence of words. I wouldn’t have known what to say or be the right friend in that situation. He very well could have been crushed by her lack of motivation to forgive him, but that was between them. Whatever happened, we’d hoist him up like we had been. 
 
    He walked in front of Maddison without any hints for us to decipher, until we saw their fingers laced together. Caden breathed a labored exhale of relief when slapping his hand down on the bar, ordering a scotch neat.  
 
    We were all our true selves in this moment—exactly who we were meant to be. 
 
    A smile broke across Caden’s face, like a sudden forest fire, and I think we all could breathe in some relief. No one else had any other worries except Aspen’s tough year and his asking of Maddison’s forgiveness. I had Hunter and Richard to constantly worry about—always ready for the next obstacle. Now Richard was actively on his side. I don’t know what I expected… for him to side with me for once? I assumed dropping a strong word like rape would have pulled back the curtain on the faulty foundation of Hunter.  
 
    Caden’s hand hit my back, as he slid a second glass of scotch my way. I didn’t even wait for the cheers or his approving nod before throwing it back. That was one thing about drugs; alcohol was the perfect chaser. 
 
    It was clear Hunter being in the same room as Richard was too much. I was overdosing on anxiety instead of the normal substances this time.  
 
    I leaned into Caden, “Make sure she gets back to the dorms. I’m out.” 
 
    Caden slapped my hand, and his smile faded quickly, before his grip got tighter, not letting me walk away.  
 
    “You’re leaving? Dinner is about to start, bro.” 
 
    I held my tongue between my teeth, letting the sting distract me. “Both of them in the same room? I’m leaving before I lose it.” 
 
    “You really wanna leave her in a room with them?” 
 
    He had a point. I watched her greet Maddison, like the angel she was made out to be, and frankly, was, glossing over any involvement she had with the wreck. 
 
    Caden was the only one who knew the real Richard. Everyone knew we didn’t get along, but no one knew exactly why. Caden only knew because he witnessed what no one should have. One drunken night we brought girls back to my parent’s place, while they were on vacation, except they weren’t. I lost a week of time, being too high, and got the dates wrong. Richard put me in my place in front of the girls we were trying to impress. Caden saw by pure mistake, and later I was forced to talk about it.  
 
    I ordered another drink, just as Aspen’s mom announced we’d be moving upstairs to the makeshift dining hall. It looked like the perfect candlelight dinner in the perfect setting, with the perfect guests. Classic novels lining the rows of off limit books. No one could take them out, but you could be among them. There was no denying his mom’s taste was unmatched for creating ambiance.  
 
    I threw back the scotch, before I took Layla’s hand, hoping we could remain silent throughout the rest of the night. 
 
    I liked to stew in my misery without company. 
 
    It was wishful thinking, when she squeezed my hand, looking too innocent in her red dress with a plunging neckline, teasing her new confidence and sass to match. 
 
    I wanted to tease her new confidence the same way by dragging my lips down her exposed glowing skin, pushing the red silk up enough to display some matching panties I could push to the side to get what I really wanted, her, to be in the space I was welcomed—the warm, safe, tight comfort I knew was mine. 
 
    I found our names delicately written in cursive at one of the tables near my parents. Caden was close by, since his parents never attended any functions. The rest of the sinners were spread out evenly, in close proximity to their own parents.  
 
    Layla leaned into me before we sat down and asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
    There wasn’t much point in hiding how I felt from her. She saw through me. 
 
    Her sad eyes willed me to spill every feeling I had, and it took a lot of willpower to look away and nod a collected yes.  
 
    We both knew she knew me better than I ever I’d admit. She sat down anyways, carefully placing my hand she had held in her lap, just under the hem of the silk, touching her skin. She was distracting me, and it was working. Hunter sat down across from us, next to Caden, purposely. I rolled my eyes and turned my body to face Layla. I pushed my lips against her jaw. “Every time he pisses me off I’m gonna inch my way between these legs.”  
 
    She pressed her fingers to her own mouth, trying to not let a labored sigh or moan escape at my dirty game.  
 
    Caden looked at Hunter, but my attention was on Layla all over again. Her squirming body begged for him to piss me off and invite my touch.  
 
    “Don’t worry… he always pisses me off baby,” I whispered to her again, before leaving a kiss on her jawline, where my lips had been.  
 
    My father ignored his soup and salad to baby a glass of scotch instead—his drink of choice. “How do you know Hunter, from Florida?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, trying to focus as my hand brushed up her inner thigh. “Yes, sir, we went to school together, since pre-kindergarten.” 
 
     He didn’t deserve a “sir” or her politeness. This was her punishment too. 
 
    Hunter was never welcomed, but his constant ability to barrel his opinion into every conversation didn’t go unnoticed. “We weren’t close until senior year. She inspired the transfer from NYU.” 
 
    Hunter was smiling at her, but it was my fingers running along the wetness of her panties that made her smile back. Layla’s hand squeezed my own thigh as she bit her lip. She was trying to signal me she’d had enough, but I hadn’t. He still pissed me off. 
 
    My mother’s quiet, soft voice stole my attention and stopped my fingers from making Layla wetter. “Oliver, how is teaching going?” She sliced right through the bullshit and didn’t show one care for the stranger sitting with us.  
 
    My fingers couldn’t go on with my mom stealing the attention of the whole table. “Good, still mostly girls.” 
 
    “What are you reading?”  
 
    I leaned over almost automatically cutting the chicken on Layla’s plate, like she was incapable. I knew her hands would be shaky, and her senses all off balance from my teasing… and now the sudden lack of. I realized, as I cut her chicken, she wasn’t even given a proper knife—still being sheltered from all the sharp edges of the world.  
 
    “You’re favorite: Alice in Wonderland.” 
 
    My mom’s lips stretched into a full smile at my words. She loved books as much as I did. The library in our home was all her books that filled his office. She always said he wanted to keep parts of her close to him. I saw the truth for what it was; he took everything meaningful away, even her books to make it his space. No one was even allowed in his office. That’s why I would deal havoc there; it was like pissing all over his territory. 
 
    She looked up at Layla. “Have you read it Layla, as an adult?” 
 
    Her mumbled whisper about being able to cut her own food got cut short, as she looked up in the direction of my mom. “Yes, it’s not my favorite novel, but I can appreciate a theme of growing up and finding your identity.” 
 
    I turned to Layla, telling her softly so only she could hear, “It’s her favorite.”  
 
    I watched the brave parts of Layla emerge even more as she sat up straighter. “It’s your favorite? May I ask why?” 
 
    Richard’s arm was around my mother’s shoulders, like he granted her permission to talk. He controlled everything around him.  
 
    My mom was graceful, regardless. “We rarely fall in love as adults, because we see the true value of things more easily. The author didn’t want growing up to change her innocence, so he made it an adventure, a wonderful dream, and it captured her heart to be able to keep both—her innocence and ability to grow up.” 
 
    Layla smiled almost as big as my mom, and the whole table was captured by her summary of why she loved the book, and she said, “Well,  now I know where he gets it.” 
 
    Even dessert concluded with Hunter not getting more than a sentence in edgewise. Everyone praised him for his donation, not for anything else, and I was committed to talking over him. Richard grabbed my arm, making my head jerk in his direction too quickly. “I enjoyed your company tonight, Oliver. Make a donation before you leave.”  
 
    He never granted me permission before. I was game for changes. Maybe he saw the same evil I did in Hunter, and this was his way of apologizing. 
 
    He handed me a blank check and pen from his blazer, watching me place the paper on the bar and contemplate how much before I asked, “How much did he donate?” 
 
    He felt like my father more in this moment than any previous. It was at the cost of his earlier punishment, without which, this moment wouldn’t be happening, and his disdain for me would only continue. His hand squeezed my shoulder in a gentle way I never knew his hands were capable of. He leaned down in my space and said, “That’s my boy. Some friendly competition.” 
 
    I wrote a solid, yet ridiculous, figure on the blank line, pleased with myself that it would beat out Hunter’s pay to play. I pushed the check between my fingers almost recklessly with the large sum. We looked at each other one more time silently, before I found Layla with Maddison, gabbing away. I wrapped my arms around her from behind entering a more comfortable circle.  
 
    Caden wasn’t tired or exhausted; he was full of energy that was hard to avoid. “Let’s get out of here and get a real drink. Our spot? Still early.”  
 
    Aspen looked at Maddison, silently questioning if she wanted to come too, just before Layla grasped both of her hands, “Oh my gosh, yes! Please come? Pretty please?” 
 
    She was enamored with Maddison—the new girl with no strings connecting her to me or a one sided friendship she shared with B. The same girl who pretty much knew magic because she vanished from our presence once Hunter transferred in, leaving Layla to depend on my friends. Hayley was never gonna give her a chance, so that was permanently off the table.  
 
    Aspen scribbled a check, quickly not wanting to waste another minute here. He pulled out a band of money, all crisp and unused, in a neat stack, handing it to Caden without hesitation.  
 
    I was hoping Layla’s mouth would stay quiet until we were alone. I whispered a quick “don’t” in her ear, just to cement my hope. 
 
    We all walked away like the hooligans we were, handing our donation checks to the girl at the door, who was holding a gold bowl and taking coat check tickets. We all pitied her position as he dropped our checks into the bowl. We were finally free, but she wasn’t…  
 
    Part of me would never be free or forgiven.  
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    I felt like I could breathe once the cold air hit my face and instantly made my cheeks flush the type of pink from being cold instead my typical blushing pink.  
 
    Tonight, was a cluster of fucks. I took in information from all corners of the room, hoping to better understand it later in digestion.  
 
    Oliver’s hand was warm to the point of hot, and he seemed much more calm than when he saw Hunter arrive hours ago—suspiciously calm, actually… now that I was thinking of it. I watched him have two drinks, nothing more. Maybe two drinks and the combination of his fingers against my panties under the table acts like a Xanax for him?  
 
    Caden’s giant Cadillac beeped, as he waved us all to pile in, like a magician performing a magic trick, while hitting his key fob, unlocking the doors. Oliver never obliged direct orders, so I lingered until I had more clarity. Oliver fingered his keys, and the faint jingling was the exact answer I was looking for, shouting above his car, as it sat so low. “We’ll meet you there.”  
 
    I forced my gaze down, as a small smile appeared. I knew him as much as he knew me, and something about just that fact made me feel so much love, with a dash of importance.  
 
    I figured Aspen wouldn’t be driving, considering Maddison’s presence and their past. What little I knew about Aspen was drenched in his guilt—the same guilt that kept him waiting for her to come back to apologize, the same guilt stopping him from making the same mistake twice.  
 
    All night I noticed how timid and shy she was, even around him. It was hard to tell the difference between shy and proper; they were so close in mannerisms—the same mannerisms that kept the innocence label glued to my forehead. But I was evolving in a way that I never had before. I wasn’t holding half of myself back anymore. I had Oliver to thank that I didn’t have to apologize or examine my actions anymore. He made every part of me feel safe.  
 
    I was finally free.  
 
    And not entirely because of him, but he inspired it. 
 
    I looked around, but I didn’t spot Maddison or Aspen trailing behind us. Oliver’s eyes were boring into me, waiting for me to get in the car, regardless.  
 
    “Where are Aspen and Maddison?” 
 
    Oliver laughed, letting his head dip. He was always shocked if I cared about anyone outside of him. Only lifting his head to respond before he knew I’d just ask again, he said, “They’re the only ones who have to say goodbye to mommy and daddy. They’ll meet us there.” 
 
    That made sense to me, considering you could easily spot the differences in that library. Everyone was dressed to the nines, but their personalities soaked through anyways, covering nothing up. Caden, Hunter, and I all lacked the poise the other attendees had. We also lacked the obvious: parents. Aspen, Oliver, Maddison, and Hayley all moved comfortably in and out of conversations. They were born and bred into that world. 
 
    I was glad it was over. I always felt forced to carry the conversation, because I was simply too polite to allow an awkward silence to swallow us whole. 
 
    I watched Oliver stand outside his car, as the door was propped open by his body and his blazer slipped down his arms with a strong tug. The undershirt was white this time—a sheer white that let his tattoo-covered body shine through. I tucked my lips under, licking them inside my mouth, slowly watching him roll up his sleeves, exposing the ink consuming his hands and forearms. He even removed his belt with another strong tug as he tossed the missing pieces into the back seat. 
 
    I rubbed my knees together hoping to satisfy the ache he was creating without knowing it.  
 
    My eyes were still glued to him. He got comfortable and turned his key over, as a low roar poured from the engine. The vibration made me swallow what little moisture I had in my mouth. He was intoxicating, not toxic, and he knew it when he smiled slyly at me staring.  
 
    “You’re terrible…” 
 
    He laughed in a way only I knew. It was mine, and I cherished it.  
 
    “Me? What did I do?” 
 
    He knew; that smile was devious and all-telling.  
 
    “You know exactly what you did, mister.”  
 
    His hand clutched my thigh over my dress, eliciting a type of sigh mixed with a low moan—somewhere in-between the two. He squeezed my leg as his long fingers buried further between my legs. “The wait is my favorite part.” 
 
    My thighs had this dull ache, and those invisible goosebumps ran down me, creating a heat wave as they traveled along my body. I wanted instant gratification, not the torture Oliver reveled in. 
 
    “Oliver, that’s not funny. Don’t torture me,” my voice whined, but I was begging him for more of him. His hand moved deeper between my thighs.  
 
    Oliver gave me another squeeze, looking at me instead of the road in front of him. “You think this is torture? Torture is fucking all the wrong people, while I wait for you to come along.” 
 
    My eyes started to water, and the ache jumped from my thighs to the organ in my chest. I ached everywhere for him. Giving up on my previous mission, I decided to let my curiosity run wild. “You seemed better with your dad. Did you get to talk?” 
 
    I could see the discomfort clearly, as he shifted in his seat against the leather. “No, he yelled like normal. I don’t know, he was trying to be fucking nice at dinner—saving face. Can’t have a fucked up adopted kid and be an asshole parent.” 
 
    I knew he was just skimming the surface, but you couldn’t push Oliver and expect answers.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He responded quickly, “Took it like a champ.” 
 
    His words always affected me without trying. I went from turned on, to utterly loved, to a kind of sadness that only made me hate his dad more. He’d only ever used the phrase once before when he told me about how his dad use to put his hands on him. I knew that’s what he meant now too. I couldn’t take back the horrible moments of his life, and the hopelessness I felt was threatening to make me throw up.  
 
    I leaned down and slipped off my heels off. The smooth black stilettos, belonging to B, were choking all my veins. My arches were not used to being manipulated this long. I brought a pair of Converse for this exact escape in freeing my feet. The relief was instant as my foot flattened out.  
 
    “Where are we going again?” 
 
    He turned down Lil Peep bumping through the speakers. “A bar you have some history with. You’ll see. They have the best burgers.” 
 
    My phone buzzed in my lap more than once, and I flipped it over. I never added a name for Hunter, only emojis eluding to a hunt for a fox as my own inside joke. I read the message: You looked beautiful tonight.  
 
    I could feel my cheeks flush, and I instantly swiped the message to the left to delete the entire conversation. He was pushing Oliver, not me, by sending that message. I was used to ignoring his antics. Oliver didn’t have the same patience I had for the relentless. 
 
    The bar was packed, cars lining the curb and people standing outside. I suddenly felt very overdressed to be at a college sports bar. I stopped outside of car, looking down at myself, self-consciously drawing attention. Caden waved me over to his parked Cadillac in front of Oliver’s Porsche along the curb. Hayley reached through the seats, plucking a shirt and ripped jeans from the trunk, as she started shaking out of her dress safely blocked by his tinted windows. 
 
    She was fearless, but maybe it was the anger I was noticing. She was always angry. 
 
    Caden handed me a black gym bag I unzipped slowly, seeing Oliver’s clothes I normally wore.  
 
    I felt Oliver’s breath against my ear. “Don’t change out here.” He was being protective, even though I wasn’t nearly as fearless as Hayley.  
 
    Hayley snickered to herself. “Like she would ever grow enough of a backbone to do that, please.”  
 
    I watched her crawl through the seats and emerge from Caden’s small apartment sized trunk. I felt the anger rise up inside me, behind my lungs, threatening to crack each one if I didn’t speak up. “What’s ’your problem with me?” 
 
    Whatever it was needed to stop here and now. 
 
    Hayley laughed, like she always did in the midst of confrontation. She found it funny when anyone else displayed strength, because it would never live up to the idea of her strength.  
 
    She wasn’t any more than two inches from my face, when she hissed, “You’re weak… that’s my problem.” 
 
    She didn’t bother explaining as she walked by me with a swift should check. She didn’t even care if I had anything to say. 
 
    “I’m weak? You aren’t even out of the closet!” 
 
    Caden slid into the growing space between Hayley and I, trying to calm the thick tension we always had for each other. “Hey, let’s relax. Let’s not get personal.” 
 
    I understood him defending her; that was his closeted friend I was poking with my angry stick.  
 
    She turned around quicker than I expected when she closed the gap and pushed against Caden’s hands. “You fucking bitch. Nothing about you is out of the closet! Why is Hunter here Layla, huh? You’re too weak to even stand up to the guy who raped you. Instead, you let Oliver beat his ass for you, and you’re hurting my best friend in the process.” 
 
    Her anger and resentment for me went back further in the alleyway. It started when I arrived on campus, and B forced her way into new friends, dragging me with her. She stopped showing up to things and I wondered if similar feelings were why. 
 
    This time, there was no moisture in my eyes. I was shaking, trying to contain the anger behind my ribs, but every word she said only fed it.  
 
    Caden wasn’t holding me back. He underestimated me, like everyone typically did. I took a step towards her, teasing her with how close I was, but still out of her reach. “Why don’t we stay on topic? Are you upset Hunter transferred schools, or that Oliver never fought for Elizabeth?”  
 
    I was so close to Hayley that I could see her brown whiskey eyes turn into muddy waters instead. “You mean, did you fuck Hunter, and does Oliver still love Elizabeth? Just say what you mean, Layla. Stop being weak and innocent.” 
 
    Something about the word weak made me snap in a way only she provoked—a way she provoked once before and yet she still used the same tactics that Hunter did in high school.  
 
    I pushed Caden’s arm from between us; this was between her fearlessness and my new-found bravery.  
 
    “This isn’t even about Hunter or Elizabeth; they don’t matter. This is between you and I, so stop trying to act tough when we both know you’re just jealous. I’m becoming more myself every day, while you’re stuck hiding who you are from your family and even yourself. I may not be morally bankrupt like you, but I’m not going anywhere. Better get used to me.” 
 
    I pushed by her, letting my shoulder bump into her, sending her into an unbalanced tizzy in the wake of my new-blazed trail.  
 
    I didn’t agree with Hunter being here, but in a way, I had all his harassment and torment to thank for preparing me for those mistaking my quietness for weakness.  
 
    I walked into the bar, past the bouncer, who simply moved out of my way, instead of stopping my epic storm off, like I thought he would. I threw my body over the bar demanding the bartender’s attention, as I felt a hand at the bottom of my back: Oliver.  
 
    I ignored his hand. “Water, please.” 
 
    If I didn’t ignore him, my anger  would spew all over him, just for getting in the way, not because he deserved it. 
 
    I came to terms with Hayley never liking me and nothing I could do to change that fact of life. It still bothered me, not any less or anymore—the same amount of bother. I wanted to change a lot about my life that was beyond my control: my mother being more maternal; my dad wanting a family; my sister being my partner in crime, instead of a stranger, who thought I was a burden; being the child I should have been, instead of an adult too early; and so much more. Hayley was just the latest stacked on my pile of past problems I was learning to let go of.  
 
    Hayley sat down on the barstool next to me, ordering a vodka soda with ease. Everything she said was with ease, even the jabs normally thrown my way.  
 
    “It’s not a matter of not liking you. It’s about not trusting you,” she said.  
 
    I looked at her hard, and her face was permanently stoned into this scowl I must have learned from Oliver. I stayed silent, waiting for the empty apology she’d surely give me because Caden or Oliver was making her.  
 
    “I liked Jade. I liked Oliver’s dad. I liked my parents. I liked all the wrong people. I stopped liking anyone a long time ago. It’s unpredictably betraying. I have to protect these people—the ones who never betrayed me.” 
 
    Suddenly, her treacherous ways made sense to me. Maybe this time I was listening instead of snapping back. 
 
    Caden coughed an unsubtle, “Say you’re sorry…” 
 
    It didn’t go unnoticed when his shoulder bumped into her body, as she sipped her drink, avoiding the one thing I could tell she didn’t do often. Oliver used to tell me the same thing: “I don’t apologize.”  
 
    She choked it out, and I watched the remorse poison her mouth.  
 
    I looked at Caden and Oliver, annoyed at how hard they were listening when I asked them, “Some privacy? Please.” I sat down, becoming level with her and ready to wipe our slate clean. We both loved The Cure but had too much turmoil between us to be civil. The boys walked away, with Caden pulling Oliver behind him.  
 
    I let my hand touch her arm, as I leaned into her, so she could hear me over the loud music playing. “I wanna start over. You don’t have to trust me. We can work toward it, in time, but we kind of need to be able to be in the same room.” 
 
    My maturity and reason came out in abundance, when, really, my body was shaking with anger. This was how betraying my body always was. Whatever I wanted to be, my body hid it down deep in the name of responsibility. 
 
    She laughed, like she knew what I said was obvious, the part about her not trusting me. “So you like The Cure, huh?” 
 
    She took her vodka soda and made her way to the guys, who were at a booth, ordering mountains of fries, as we slid in on opposite sides. This bar felt cozy in the same way Intuition did. I couldn’t put my finger on what part about it made me feel at home… They didn’t sell coffee, but the ambition and camaraderie  swelled in the room, like the weight of a plush comforter out of the dryer.  
 
    My eyes met a familiar face: Maddison. She was still looking meek and timid, with a look of questioning concern still stuck to her beautiful features. She asked to sit down with a “may I” instead of a “can I”—somewhere, her mom was very proud. I wondered how they ended up together, the extent of their relationship, gauging all the unknown into solid answers from her. I didn’t push or mean to overstep, but the unknown wasn’t something I welcomed or did well with.  
 
    Aspen hit Caden’s shoulder as he slid in. “Thanks for waiting, asshole.” 
 
    “They were serving diet-size portions. I needed real food, man. I’m worse than some basic bitch when I’m hungry.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe, when his body was a work of art. His abs were toned and skin bronzed. He stood out as a temple of dedication—the opposite of indulgence.  
 
    He jabbed Oliver quickly after, “You going back to the gym any time soon, Ollie? Looking a little soft…” 
 
    Their relationship seemed strained in a different way than his and Aspen’s. Now that I was witnessing the exchange of jabs, I realized all of his relationships were strained in some degree. With Aspen, it was his inability to sympathize and accept a watered-down version. With Caden, they battled for dominance, even though they were equally loved and equally essential to this group.  
 
    “Me? Soft? Says the guy fucking the same girl for how long now…?” 
 
    Caden turned towards me. “Might wanna cover your ears… loyalty and all.” He leaned back, scanning the room, pointing to different girls, before telling Oliver, “I had a busy break.”  
 
    He smiled big, proud of his accomplishments in the form of half the bar. I didn’t feel any guilt or anger, like I probably should have, since he was still fucking my best friend.  
 
    She obviously didn’t tell him about her break either. She had been busy too, with her high school crush/seemingly forever fling. 
 
    The boys took some fries and headed towards the old arcade games, leaving me, Hayley, and Maddison alone at the table. We picked at the fries, as I let my curiosity talk for me. 
 
    “So, Maddison, you and Aspen… back together?” 
 
    She looked down, before letting herself smile. “No, I think we just needed to talk and not let this be the elephant on campus. I mean, he’s great; it’s just not really possible.” 
 
    Hayley twirled her straw in her short glass of clear liquid. “Because of your parents?” 
 
    Maddison’s cheeks turned a scarlet red, like an instant sunburn at the mention of her parents. She didn’t respond, clearly embarrassed and avoiding any eye contact.  
 
    Hayley knew the same struggle with overbearing parents who didn’t allow you the freedom to be yourself. “I get it. He did almost kill you. I’d be pissed too.”  
 
    All the empathy, sympathy, middle ground was ripped from the conversation with her attitude. I wondered how she was with her girlfriend; I couldn’t imagine some softer version. Maybe their relationship wasn’t the kind that made you softer, but harder. That’s what Oliver did for me.  
 
    I had too many questions to tackle in one night. I was still taking in all the information and processing it down into understanding. That’s all I ever wanted: to understand everyone. 
 
    It was the first time I saw Aspen sober, but with the same remittances of the drunk version I knew better. It felt like I was getting to know him all over again. He was laughing, smiling, and even joking with the guys.  
 
    Caden picked up a random girl, and I wondered what that meant for B. Would that affect friendship? Would he vote her off the island? And why did Aspen give him so much money?  
 
    Oliver was quiet, like normal, and he hadn’t ordered another drink since the two rounds of scotch. He seemed like he had espresso—energized instead of his sullen display of not giving one fuck. He was talking a lot more than normal and showing people his laugh—the one I held captive as mine. He was happy. I’d trade his laugh for this happiness to be mine instead.  
 
    I leaned into him with my hand on his chest, whispering into his ear. “Can we go somewhere?” 
 
    My whole body still ached for him. 
 
    He smirked, tossing a fry into his mouth, before responding. He toyed with me, “Why would we do that?” 
 
    My hand slid down from his chest, sitting perfectly under the table in his lap. “…because I’m done waiting.” 
 
    He didn’t give anything away to the company around us as he glanced down, letting his hand squeeze my hand I had resting on his thigh. The almost sheer button up was taunting all the ink that covered his body again, making my eyes dance, and I couldn’t help but picture him without it.  
 
    That was the thing about Oliver, he could make your panties wet an hour ago, and you’d never be satisfied until he let you. He was comfortable letting himself suffer for the greater good. 
 
    I wanted to whimper when I pushed my hand up his thigh, easily brushing his bulge I was responsible for. Oliver made this small victory feel like winning a war. I felt empowered and proud. I made someone as experienced as Oliver ache.  
 
    I leaned up whispering in his ear, completely fueled by desire and my new victory. “Bathroom?” 
 
    He only glanced in my direction, but his eyes were cloudy, and his tongue smoothed over his lips at the suggestion. 
 
    I pushed away from him and slid out of the booth without a word, even though I was pretty sure the boys were aware of what was transpiring before them. My legs quaked as I stood up, trying to walk to the bathroom without suspicion on my face, or excitement. My panties never dried from seeing Oliver adjust his sleeves and rip his belt off with a kind of aggression I liked in his bed. Part of that aggression was seeing Oliver come undone in a way that seemed like surrendering.  
 
    Another victory. 
 
    The bathroom was thankfully a single. As I pushed the door open and inspected the surroundings, I only then realized what my suggestion meant: a dirty, sports bar bathroom. The ache between my legs burned off any disagreement left, as I wiped down the countertop.  
 
    The heavy door creeped open, and Oliver appeared, still calm, collected, and not nearly as tortured as I felt, as I looked him over in the mirror in front of me. 
 
    He laughed, a real laugh. “Only you wipe down counters we’ll ruin anyways.” 
 
    His fingers coaxed the lock to snap loudly, confirming no one would mistakenly enter. One big step in my direction and I felt Oliver behind me, without pressure. I wanted to turn around, but I was mesmerized as I watched his hand snake down me and plunge between my legs.  
 
    I never got the chance to change my clothes before and had only slipped his hoodie over my dress. I watched intently, as his long fingers pushed between my thighs and the tips of his fingers rubbed along my panties clad-slit. My mouth fell open, as I relaxed into him more.  
 
    I felt his breath against my ear, and I closed my eyes, letting myself take in the relief. “Watch yourself come, Layla.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it when my ass instinctively pushed back into his groin, as his fingers pushed the lace fabric of my panties to one side. I felt how hard he was against my ass and wondered how much strength it took to remain dedicated to fingering me when he could be inside me. 
 
    “Oliver…” I sounded breathy and desperate, but I didn’t care.  
 
    At the same time I felt his fingers finally push inside me, he huskily whispered, “‘Oliver’ nothing… You’re gonna watch yourself come because of me.” 
 
    I felt my ass grind into him at the same time I was practically riding his fingers inside me. My eyes didn’t leave the mirror in front of us. I watched my hips sway hypnotically glued to every one of his movements. I felt everything in me tingle in that familiar way I knew as a mounting orgasm. My mouth never closed, and I didn’t stop breathing heavily, as I rasped out his name in a plea to stop toying with me and let me come. 
 
    His lips stretched into a smirk. I bit my lip, realizing his fingers were stretching me into the same position.  
 
    He withdrew his fingers from deep inside me, and I watched his mouth wrap around them, tasting me. He ate me up, exactly how he ate up the rest of me, greedily, at his own pace. 
 
    “Not yet, Layla.” 
 
    I let my head fall back against his shoulder in complete anguish. My chest heaved, as the wetness now dripped down my inner thigh, and Oliver was so amused I contemplated making him suffer too. He kissed my neck for the first time since the marks disappeared that Hunter left on me. His voice sounded softer, “Turn around.” 
 
    He was being more bossy than normal, but I understood it. He needed to remind himself I was his, not Hunter’s. Some twisted part of me liked the reminder too. 
 
    As soon as I faced him, our lips recklessly aimed for each other. He picked me up, forcing me onto the counter. Hungrily pushing our tongues together, I tugged at his bottom lip, slowing us down unintentionally, as his hand undid his dress pants. I tugged my dress up my thighs, practically shouting for him to fuck me. His hands cupped my cheeks and his forehead pressed against mine, torturing me, enjoying the wait.  
 
    “I’m gonna fuck you… until you stop forgetting you’re mine.” 
 
    His hands smoothed up my thighs, only to rip down my destroyed panties, giving him access to me. Comfortable between my legs, I finally felt him against my sex, slipping against my clit as our kisses only got more messy.  
 
    With my arms around his neck, I felt him dive between my legs and enter me swiftly with one smooth thrust. I involuntarily arched my back, pushing me further onto his length, even deeper still. The moan that escaped my lips felt like a giant sigh of relief instead of pleasure.  
 
    We were past ecstasy and well into acting out remedies. Oliver was a remedy for everything I didn’t know I needed cured.  
 
    I gasped his name repeatedly, as I inched closer to coming around him. Rolling my hips against him, the messy kisses… all ceased, focusing only on the spoils of winning. His thrusts became more rapid, as I held onto his arms with a firm grip.  
 
    “Oliver. Oliver… I’m going to…” 
 
    I didn’t even have enough gumption to finish my own sentence, as I felt his hard thrusts become fewer.  
 
    “Say it, Layla.” 
 
    “What…?” my voice cracked failing me in this moment. 
 
    “That you’re mine… only mine.” 
 
    He was close, too. I could tell by how much harder he felt, and I melted around him, sinking into my own orgasm.  
 
    “I’m yours, Oliver.” 
 
    The waitress put down a pitcher of beer, like we won a prize. It sat like a bomb in the middle of the table, we all waited for it to go off and change the tone. Aspen was the most defensive, looking at Maddison, while he spoke, “We didn’t order this.” 
 
    The waitress’s smile was bright and welcoming, matching her barely there outfit. “The guy at the end of the bar sent it over. I didn’t think people did that anymore.”  
 
    Caden looked at the bar to see who it was. I knew before his eyes rolled and the boys exchanged this look, where you could almost make out the mental conversation they were having.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    Caden spoke out loud, which seemed like an accident. “What do you wanna do?” 
 
    Oliver was always the deciding factor. It was when he acted purely of his own violation that was dangerous. At least the guys made it seem like they were deciding with him this time, by his side, if things went wrong. I had no doubt in my mind it would. 
 
    Very few things ranked priority above his hate—all-consuming and reigned over his focus. I was privy to the one thing that could distract him: me, sex. We went months apart and had making up to do. I would never admit it to him, but practice does make perfect, even if it’s with the wrong person—someone like Hunter. I perfected my kisses; my fingers were no longer shy; and I was realizing my own power. I was no longer a mess defined by wet panties.  
 
    I was more comfortable in my own skin than ever before. I even let myself want and take without asking,  silently begging, or rubbing my legs together in a way you’d hope for the friction to reach your clit. Just once. That was who I was before: powerless. 
 
    Oliver’s gaze towards the end of the bar was so intense it was like staring into the sun with sunglasses—blinding. I let my palm rest high up on his thigh, hoping he’d let whatever idea of retaliation was in his head go.  
 
    Wishful thinking, that’s what that was. 
 
    It didn’t matter that Hayley and I had it out.  
 
    It didn’t matter if Aspen and Maddison were on thin ice still.  
 
    It certainly didn’t matter that Hunter was the reason Oliver was in a room alone with his dad longer than I was prepared for. 
 
    None of that mattered if it meant releasing how he felt.  
 
    That’s the one quality I saw in his dad before I could even take the rest of him in: the dangerous temper. Oliver’s wasn’t as easy to spot until these type of situations. 
 
    His dad put every nerve in my body on edge, rubbing my sandpaper bones, and screaming in my veins. He taught Oliver how to hate, and that was enough of a reason to dislike him. After speaking with his mom more than I ever had tonight, I couldn’t figure out what she saw in him. His hand permanently placed around the back of her neck lazily and his eyes granting her permission to speak about a book rubbed me wrong. I wondered if the topic was something else, would she still be allowed to speak? She was graceful, so soft I imagined a strong wind blowing her away and her voice gentle and calm. She was exactly what Oliver needed: a mother. Yet, she chose the polar opposite in his dad. He was hard, rude, and slippery from all his hair gel and facial moisturizer. Opposites attract, that I understood… how could I not? Oliver was every experience, risk, and confidence I avoided all eighteen years of my life. My mind wouldn’t let go of this new bone: How did she justify opposites if they didn’t attract with her own son and husband? 
 
    That was the thing about hate, it wasn’t ever sold separately. It always came in a pack with violence, anxiety, and fear. 
 
    Oliver didn’t pay attention to the emotions he couldn’t fix his way. I couldn’t imagine him ever feeling helpless, but a part of me knew we both felt the same. Broken. Lost. Learning. 
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    The fundraiser wasn’t a complete waste of time. Originally it was a distraction from my games with Oliver. To my surprise, it turned into the game board and all the pieces in the same room. Nothing made me happier when life would just fall into line, and I could sit back, watching all my intentions do the work for me.  
 
    At first, I wasn’t the focus; each one of his friends were distracted by something else—even the token jock pacing like he was waiting for bad news. I went unnoticed for hours until the host insisted on introducing me to people my age. I learned more than enough about Oliver in that one night to feed months of torture.  
 
    It wasn’t odd for a hotspot on campus to be a bar. Hell, it wasn’t even odd there was a bar on campus. Only a small percentage couldn’t legally drink, and the majority won. It was an old bar, filled with warm colors, neon signs, and too many people all stuffed in-between tall tables and bar stools. I sat comfortably at the bar digesting the information Oliver sloppily didn’t protect. 
 
    I saw the one girl I couldn’t have, as I scanned past the sorority girl sitting next to me, going on about how I resembled a blonde, young Johnny Depp with my sharp edges. I didn’t care what she said, and I cared even less after I saw Layla. The sorority girl could have offered me money or the best blow job I’d ever receive—none of that mattered, not when I was plotting to get the only thing I ever desired. I always took whatever came my way, didn’t make waves, I invited the pain close, and never desired anything, because desire was a waste of my time. Desire was the elusive bitch related to truth—both there, mocking you. Desire and truth didn’t give anyone the time of day, actually similar to NYU girls: stuck up.  
 
    I wanted my parents to stay together so badly I chased the bitch named desire. I even wished upon the stars, every birthday candle, but she wasn’t giving a damn about me. She was there to mock us. I learned the best way to get a girl’s attention was ignore they existed altogether. I made desire come to me. She even begged and crawled right up to my dirty fucking boots, giving me what I wanted after I wrote off ever conjuring up aspirations. That’s what this sorority girl was: a manifestation of desire, chasing me like a love-sick teenager. I was spoiled.  
 
    I could have been forthright and told Oliver how many times I got Layla off, without having to be inside her. That information alone would have made him walk away from sharing. He was full of loyalty. Just by the group of his friends, who seemingly never left his side, it was obvious that loyalty had to be on the short list of requirements to be an “Amherst Sinner”.  
 
    I enjoyed the slow burn more than a quick win…  
 
    I slapped my hand down on the wood bar, beckoning the bartender to request a pitcher of whatever was on tap to be sent to their table. I anticipated it not being drank; that was never the point. Neither was making friends. It was the act of intrusion. None of them wanted to me here, but I was going to keep reminding them I was.  
 
    I held up my drink in a silent cheers from across the bar, when they all looked over one by one, so I wouldn’t notice the whole table was going to shift their eyes to me. Sorority girl, whatever she said her name was, joined in my private celebration with excited sounds from her full lips, while throwing her arm in the air. I watched Layla not give in to the temptation of investigating who they were looking at. She knew. Her expression didn’t match the sinners, not one strain visible. I let Whatever-Her-Name-Is steal my attention again, forcing myself to not let my eyes bore into Layla. I had to give Oliver credit: the new smirk across my face was courtesy of him and his annoyance. 
 
    I unlocked my iPhone in my hand, making sure my text message was marked read. It was a moment of weakness when I texted her how beautiful she looked.  
 
    I heard What’s-Her-Name scoff in a too loud way that made me look up to gawk at her in disgust. Before I could, I saw Layla standing there in Oliver’s hoodie, all too proud of it being on display.  
 
    “I had to convince him to let me come over and handle you before he does. Why are you provoking him?” 
 
    I laughed, letting my head drop closer to the bar top. “Let’s take this somewhere private. I can’t even hear my own thoughts above the fucking sorority house here.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, only causing my smirk to turn into a wide smile. I desired her, even before this more confident version bloomed with college, but becoming less predictable only made her more desirable.  
 
    She slapped her hand down on the bar creating a loud slap. She didn’t even acknowledge the pain we both knew she was in from the act. “Hunter! Are you even listening? He is going to murder you if you keep messing with him.” 
 
    I let my fingers coax the knot in her oversized hoodie into my grip, playing with it the same way I would pinch her nipples through her bra during break. I rolled the knot between my fingers, pinched, and smoothed it over. I watched her mouth move intently, as I toyed with her.  
 
    I even waited before I replied, letting her soak in the memory. “What do you want me to say, Layla? He doesn’t deserve a second chance.” 
 
    Her fingers danced on the top of my hand only to push my hand away. “I gave you one.” 
 
    My hand dropped from the knot in her hoodie string with a hard knock of the wood colliding with my rings. Oliver swooped in, like she needed saving. She didn’t need saving, she proved me wrong—a good ol’ college try and every ounce of weak was erased.  
 
    Oliver pushed me, and my hands lifted abruptly, while I feigned a shout of: “I’m innocent!”  
 
    He barked, “Don’t put her in the middle of our fight.” 
 
    I picked up my drink, swallowing the contents in one gulp. He wasn’t worth fighting, not even on some verbal level. He classified jabs as fighting, and I more greatly required destroying lives. She wasn’t the pawn. She was the endgame—my endgame. 
 
    “She’s in the middle, because you’re standing behind her, like a bitch.”  
 
    This time Layla spoke, only sternly saying my name. Ollie got in my face, trying to intimidate me, like some alpha male bullshit. I sat down on the stool for this. I didn’t need to be standing for no reason. Layla grabbed my arm, forcing me up. “Outside. Now. Let’s go!” 
 
    I let her drag me behind her, enjoying my punishment. I smirked directly at Ollie, and we both knew this was the second time she chose me over him in a fight—just like in the alleyway, when she got into my car. 
 
    The outside air was frigid, now forcing me to zip my leather jacket. She turned around explosive after walking away from the bar down the street, “What is wrong with you? Do you have a death wish?! 
 
    I pulled out a joint, lighting the end, while her discontent swelled up between us. I chose action over words—sucking the scent of fresh pot. 
 
    “Seriously?! Hunter, what kind of game are you playing?” 
 
    She knew me too well to know I wasn’t a last-minute decisions kind of person to land me transferring here. In all honesty, it wasn’t last minute. I rode out two full weeks back at NYU, forcing myself to work out every negative and the small category of positives that this decision would yield me. I thought long and hard before I landed here.  
 
    “It’s not a damn game, Layla. You think I care about some fucking rich kid? I didn’t come here for him!” 
 
    My voice got louder without meaning to, as the sentence got more honest by the end. I walked away into a cut out of a store front, where the entrance sat further back, almost in a small tunnel, enclosed with brick just like the campus. I leaned against the cool brick, hoping I wouldn’t have to hear or see her react. I was well hidden enough.  
 
    It was like she knew my inner thoughts too. I contemplated this new strain of pot I bought off another student having some side effects I wasn’t used to messing me up. It wouldn’t be unheard of. 
 
    She looked at me with bewilderment, “You didn’t come here to start trouble with him? I thought because of everything you knew you wanted to make him pay or something.” 
 
    She was breathing heavily, like the realization weighed her down, following me took too much effort, and as a result, she was out of breath. She wasn’t wrong; that was the bonus of coming here: ruining him. But she was the reason.  
 
    I pushed my shoulder blades off of the brick and moved around her strategically, trading places, and forcing her against the brick. She may not be weak anymore, but manipulating her body wasn’t hard.  
 
    “I don’t need to make him pay, Layla. You’ll see it eventually.”  
 
    I pushed myself so close to her that I watched her eyelashes flutter, as I exhaled my smoke right into her. 
 
    She looked up at me, even more curious, mixed with a hint of fear in her mouth as it began to pout. “See what, Hunter?” 
 
    I wanted to kiss her, but I held myself just back enough for her to eat my words. I felt like I was speaking them right into her lips, letting her taste them against her tongue. “He’s not me.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her he wasn’t sober and destroy the broken boy perception with grown up problems—ones she didn’t know how to handle and ones beyond her ability to fix with love. There wasn’t enough time or privacy to explain how I knew and fill in all the blanks. 
 
    “Hunter…” rolled off her lips, but she didn’t push me away. She didn’t crave more space. 
 
    The silence was broken as the music of people nearby rang so fucking loudly, as she realized it was never a game for me.  
 
    I whispered in a gruff voice, “I always wanted you, Layla. That night… I thought I got lucky, not a new title for my criminal record.” 
 
    Ollie wouldn’t be far behind her, after seeing her drag me outside to metaphorically slap the shit out of me—maybe even actually. Still, I stayed planted this close, not moving, when I heard his footsteps. He barked her name, and my fingers tingled with the need to change his tone. I didn’t bother to stay and argue like he wanted. I held the joint to my lips and walked away. He wouldn’t stop me. I knew his secret, and I was guessing no one else did. 
 
    He made me untouchable. He gave me the power to do whatever I wanted without a lame-ass sorry attached to it—all because I knew. 
 
     Classes weren’t ever a priority, if I made it on time, great; and if I didn’t, well, then I wasn’t filled with worry about it. I watched Layla rushing to our class, even though she was early, as I sat on a bench in the square. I just left What’s-Her-Name’s bedroom to grab coffee and possibly go to class. It was the one class we shared on my schedule. A class I never planned to miss, ever. I pulled out a joint, not caring who’s body weight made the old wood jump against my ass when the person sat down. I was going to ignore them either way. I was busy with a joint coming to life for me with a flame.  
 
    They coughed in that annoying way that begged for attention. Half of me was pleasantly surprised when I shifted my focus, leaving my body, where I originally was, to see a girl with teal colored hair.  
 
    I’d bite, curious is to who she was, I asked her, “Can I help you? I don’t share.” 
 
    She kicked up her feet, sitting like a child on the bench, with her legs tangled up together. She looked at me with intention I couldn’t just ignore at this point. “I sell here. This is my territory.” 
 
    I laughed, knowing one day I would be confronted with this exact moment. I didn’t respect anything but myself, not rules or boundaries. Holding back a stale laugh, I said, “I don’t sell here. I’m not small time and college campuses.”  
 
    She punched me in the arm harder than I expected, making my head jerk up in anger.  
 
    “I was being nice and calm. Don’t touch me. Oh, and I’m done talking.” I continued to drink my coffee between drags, completely aware she hadn’t left yet. 
 
    “Couple of my clients bought from you at some party in the burbs.” 
 
    She wanted to look tough, but I was distracted by a girl with a baby face, despite the ripped stockings and Doc Martens. She looked to be about my age and could easily blend in on campus. It made her gig here nearly perfect.  
 
    “I sold some bags at one party, just lightening the mood. Relax. You have a whole campus.” 
 
    She snatched the joint right from my fingers and let her lips wrap around it, exactly how I imagined her lips around other parts of me. She was beautiful, but she was damaged in ways I didn’t find appealing. Layla was damaged in the ways that only highlighted why I desired her. I let her take the joint, not bothering me, if it meant being enough to end this conversation. I must have been lucky, because she didn’t budge an inch after hitting my joint.  
 
    She turned to me with that same intent stare. “So who are you?”  
 
    Her question didn’t sound that simple. It hit me harder than I was comfortable with. I asked myself the same thing and was still waiting for a sufficient answer. I knew who I was on a much less of a deep level—always toying with how evil I was willing to label myself with. I pulled out another joint, showing her exactly how little I cared about her stunt.  
 
    “Hunter. Just transferred from NYU. And you are? I mean besides being the campus hook up.” 
 
    She leaned back, more relaxed, trying to find something in my face. “Jade, the one and only. Aren’t you supposed to be in class or something?” 
 
    My hand opened up, dancing through the air, silently bouncing the same question to her.  
 
    “I don’t actually go here. I’m not in college.” 
 
    That made things interesting. “Well… it’s been… uh, something. I’m gonna drag my ass to class.”  
 
    I got up, more focused on seeing Layla before I started another day that bled into the one before. Being sleep deprived was never something easy to wear, like cologne. It hung on my body like extra weight I didn’t actually have, slowing my long, lean body down. Before I walked too far away I turned back and asked her, “You know the Amherst Sinners?” 
 
    She looked up, with this glimmer in her eye that sparked a smirk as she stood up, walking towards me. “You mean Ollie’s friends?” 
 
    She didn’t just know the Amherst Sinners, but she knew Ollie by name. I put two and two together, realizing she was probably the one supplying him with whatever drug he preferred. I didn’t justify her question with a response.  
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    She crossed her arms under her perky boobs defensively. “We have connections.” 
 
    I found the most vague lie I could, quickly.  
 
    “Are you selling to him?”  
 
    Before I could speak, she cut off my ability to think by speaking again. “I’m the only one allowed to supply Ollie. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    I threw up my hands, still holding the coffee cup I couldn’t manage to finish and the joint that was now half the size. “Okay, killer, calm down. I’m not selling to him.” 
 
    It wasn’t remorse that drowned her pale features; it was possession. How many girls were waiting in line to ride this guy’s dick? Every girl I met had some history, sense of guardianship, and/or desire all wrapped in one for Ollie. Meanwhile, I was putting all my hope in Layla’s hands with no back-up plan.  
 
    She dropped down to the floor quickly, rifling through her bag and producing a Sharpie. She popped back up with her eyebrows arched and her hand out. I was too pissed off about Ollie’s back-up plans in each one of these women to read her cues. I squinted my eyes, almost repulsed by her, not that I knew that she was okay coming in second or even third in line for his heart. She grabbed my coffee cup, writing something on the side I couldn’t see. She handed it back proudly, accomplished even, and I read her name scrawled with her number.  
 
    Maybe she was smarter than I gave her credit for.  
 
    She added an insecure statement to the confident action, leaving me confused. “There. You know… in case, you have questions… or something.” 
 
    The statement made no sense and dripped in unsteady words trying to stand between us. Women were confusing. 
 
    Layla was herself, even if it wasn’t going to tip any scales in her favor. It didn’t in high school; people called her Adult Supervision when she came to parties with B. Here, Jade wanted to do something and acted on it, only to take it all back. 
 
    I went to class, like the good boy I wasn’t. I slouched down in the rock-hard seat next to Layla, trying to not be seen by our prof. I missed 40 minutes already, and I wasn’t going to be apologetic if he drew attention to me. 
 
    I didn’t bring a single book or paper. He was lucky I brought my mind at this godawful hour of the morning. I didn’t realize I still had the graffitied coffee cup when Layla’s scowl drew my eyes to the Sharpie on the side.  
 
    She didn’t lean in or even attempt to form words. Just a single, long stare of disappointment.  
 
    “What? I met her outside. It’s just a number on a cup.” 
 
    She held her jaw open slightly, tensed up so much, like she needed it open to swallow any air. She paused, taking in air, while I took in her anger spewing from her every orifice. 
 
    “Why… is her name… on your coffee?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, for someone so wrapped in some drug addict she didn’t really know, this sure did seem like jealousy.  
 
    “She’s the campus connection.” 
 
    She sat back in her seat, not caring why I had Jade’s name and number, but what I planned to do with it.  
 
    I kept tripping over words until I found the right one. “I’m not gonna hook up with her. Relax, Layla. What would your boyfriend think?” 
 
    Her eyes slanted my direction, before focusing back on the blackboard in front of us, which was covered with vocabulary we were expected to know. The rest of class, every time I glanced her way, she was focused on jotting down every word the professor said. I admired her, respected her in a way I never have for another person. She was still packing up her stuff, long after I jogged down the stairs and out the door. I couldn’t wait to get out of the cage of a classroom.  
 
    I waited in the hallway against the wall. Layla walked by me, still mad an hour later about a coffee cup I already tossed.  
 
    “We’re friends, right?” 
 
    Even when we weren’t. Even when I teased her ruthlessly in high school. Even when we both got so drunk we acted instead of thinking or talking anymore. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It sounded like a question, but it wasn’t. 
 
    “Well, Jade is trouble, okay?”  
 
    My curiosity was piqued. I wanted to know how Layla knew his drug dealer, but not the fact that he wasn’t sober. I stepped right into Ollie’s life, looking for a closet filled with skeletons. All I found was dirty laundry hanging from clotheslines out in the open—air drying and on display.  
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    There was no stopping Layla. She had this power over me I didn’t know how to deflect. She could tell me anything with those innocent lips and matching eyes, and I’d believe her. She asked me if things were better with my dad so I countered an equally uncomfortable question while I put my book down on the nightstand. 
 
    “Should I worry more or less about your ‘friend’?”  
 
    The word “friend” was equally emphasized in my mind as highlighted, underlined, and even crossed out. It had been a quiet few months, as everyone still walked on eggshells, making sure not to mention his name around me and sitting on the edge of their seats, waiting for me to rupture if he was brought up. Hunter was around, but not specifically with us. Layla reserved her lunch breaks and in between classes for him, while I commandeered the rest of her time.  
 
    The few times he was around me was almost always with Jade. Without Layla, he didn’t have very many friends, which was why I took pity on him and didn’t ask her not to see him. I was living with their friendship, even if I didn’t like it, because not approving and making outlandish demands reminded me too much of Richard. He dictated most of my mom’s life. I wanted Layla to bloom not be stifled. 
 
    It gave him more power to know I hated him being here, so I desperately tried to conceal it.  
 
    “Oh, stop! He’s just a friend Oliver. Friends, you know, like all your friends.” 
 
    Layla was making it a habit to befriend the people who fucked us over, like Maddison and Hunter. I was waiting for her to kiss and make up with Jade to create a trinity of villains.  
 
    “I didn’t nearly fuck my friends, beautiful.” 
 
    I pushed myself between her legs, resting on top of her. She was under me sinking into my black sheets trying to tell me I had nothing to worry about when it came to Hunter. Her arms were around my neck, and suddenly whatever position I was standing concretely in didn’t matter at all. She was under me not him—a small fact I’m sure he hated while I revealed in it.  
 
    I felt her knees brush my sides as she whispered, “Do you really wanna talk about my friendship with Hunter right now?” 
 
    I pushed myself further back letting my hand smooth up her thigh and pin her knees to the outsides of my hips. Neither of us wore much clothing to bed, eliminating peeling each other from anything. Her light pink nipples shown through her white tank top, not nearly as much as the metal helping me to notice how hard they were now. I leaned down taking her nipple in my mouth with the fabric. I couldn’t help myself when it came to Layla, I wanted all of her and more, always hungry for her. She gasped at my lips tightening and tugging gently, only making her nipples more prominent. Her hips couldn’t decide if pushing them against me or the sheets helped relieve the part of her I hadn’t even touched yet.  
 
    I let my hand travel under her tank top, replacing my lips, while my mouth pressed against hers. Our kisses weren’t romantic or feather light, they were out of breath and rushed. We both knew our tongues coiling together only made the ache worse. My cock was pushing against my boxer briefs in a way that was hard to ignore—so hard I thought she could break me if her panties weren’t taken off soon. 
 
    She whispered between pants against my lips as my fingers hooked into her panties and drug them down her legs. “You know I love you.” 
 
    I did know that, but what part of our love drove her into the arms of fucking Hunter? His comfort, his touch, and now his friendship.  
 
    I focused on removing her panties and wanting her to separate her legs for me, like I was granted permission. She bit her lip, while she watched me scan down her body to her wet pussy. She glistened against the dim light in my room and I couldn’t help but touch myself through the material holding me back. I was so turned on, as I pushed my boxer briefs down, just below my hips and where my muscles formed a faint v, pointed at what she wanted: me. 
 
    I licked my lips, watching her lift her see-through tank above her breasts, full enough for me and decorated with new metal. Little half-moons and stars stuck to her, making my mouth water with wanting to taste the metal against my tongue again.  
 
    She pinched her own nipples between her fingers, barely holding on, as I purposely enjoyed the wait—my favorite part. My hand never left my cock, slowly stroking myself, but getting no relief. 
 
    I lowered myself down above, precisely catching her lips against mine in the process. She gasped into my mouth, as I felt my tip push into her clit. Her palm against my ribs was so gentle I thought she just needed to hold onto me as she ached. “Oliver… protection.”  
 
    We were constantly on opposite sides of that battle. I was pro birth control and axing condoms, while Layla still had a taste for the safer things in life.  
 
    I kissed her neck, groaning words against her warm skin. “Baby, come on. You should be on birth control already.” I purposely pushed myself into her clit, letting myself lower on top of her further, massaging her sensitivity with my tip.  
 
    Her eyes clamped shut, and her mouth created a silent moan feeling more of me against her pussy. She took a minute to recover, while I reach between our bodies gripping myself from going too far over her boundaries without permission. 
 
    “Oliver, we need to be safe. You’re dangerous enough.” 
 
    I knew if I argued any further she’d snatch sex right off the table. I couldn’t help myself when it came to her; I was under her reign and the rebellion at the same time. I was contradicting, but only because she came first and I had to walk the fine line between our opposites. I tongued her nipples making her head drop to one side. “Me? Dangerous? No. Fuck, Layla. I wanna feel you again.” 
 
    Again. The last time I didn’t have enough self-control to not come between her legs. Pulling out was like being in heaven for five minutes, then being sentenced to hell.  
 
    She opened her legs wider. Controlling how much my tip slipped from her clit was a challenge. I felt myself accidentally push inside her, and my mouth around her nipple went unmotivated as I forced my hips still. I felt how wet she was against me, letting that soak in before I left that comfort to fish a condom out of the nightstand. I committed to moving, drawing back my hand and one foil wrapper.  
 
    My brave new girl was desperate to come and her body wasn’t giving her a choice anymore. We could do other things—none of them would be as good as watching her docile expression melt into sheer bliss as she came on me. I took up the space next to her pushing the latex down myself, as her thighs pressed against mine, straddling me. Ever since break, she was more confident, acting on what she wanted sexually. I got the ball rolling, but whatever practice they had shared cemented it.  
 
    A breathy tone poured from her mouth, as she sat down on my lap, wrapping herself around me. My hands smoothed down her ass, helping her shift her hips back and forth. I sat up further, letting my head rest back against the headboard as her moans filled the room. She had all the control, and yet she was begging me to make her come.  
 
    “Goddammit, Layla…” was all I managed when she started moving her hips quicker.  
 
    I was actively trying to push away the release of coming too soon.  
 
    Her legs shook against my thighs ever so lightly, and I knew she was close to coming undone. My hand skimmed from her ass to the small of her back as I pushed her down against the bed. 
 
    “Stop toying with me, Oliver.” 
 
    Her words hit me harder than anything else she could have whimpered out. My fingers tangled with her blonde, now messy, hair, as I tugged her back all of a sudden. She gasped out loud, arching her back into me and let me be rougher with her than I’ve ever even contemplated. 
 
    I never entertained the idea before, despite that being my active role in bed. She was fragile, and I was avoiding being Hunter so methodically that I pushed away the things that were me. 
 
    My hand continued pulling her hair, keeping her head back, as I thrust into her harder. I wasn’t ignoring my preferences anymore. I wasn’t avoiding any similarities, and I paid my penance for being the reason she left single. 
 
    Her nails dug into my biceps, as I pinned her legs up higher. I buried myself inside her, letting my length rub her clit with each thrust. Her legs became stiff against my hips, and her eyes were closed tightly, expecting to come any minute. My palm fell open letting her hair go, and her back fell back down against the bed. I was pushing her over the edge, and I had the best view. 
 
    It was hard holding out, just to watch her come, but I did every time. I would patiently wait, making sure I rocked my hips well through her orgasm. Closing the gap between us, my body was directly on top of hers. 
 
    “I’m gonna come, Layla…” 
 
    Some part of me couldn’t let go of her connection to Hunter even as I came. I couldn’t fuck the discomfort away. I couldn’t fuck her need to keep Hunter in her life away. The only thing helping was my daily dose, not too much to get sloppy, but enough to live with what I had to. 
 
    Coming had taken the life out of me. I was stuck waiting until she was sound asleep until I could visit my new hiding spot in the office downstairs, which I had never used, until recently. She cuddled up to me under my arm in bed, looking drained after easily coming more than once. My phone buzzed against the solid nightstand. I read my mom’s message, knowing Layla was reading it too: I made oatmeal cookies. I’m at your door to drop them off. 
 
    I kissed her forehead, taking back my arm and stepping into my boxers again. I rummaged in the nearest drawer for sweatpants. Having Layla basically live here meant she cleaned up every article of clothing I left on the floor. She was making my life better, cleaning up one small gesture at a time.  
 
    “You can come down if you want. You don’t have to. I’ll be back.” 
 
    She sat up, suddenly energized by my mom’s presence. She never visited my place unless it was to stock the fridge when her house manager was too caught up with the main house. I went downstairs to see my mother smiling before the door was even open all the way, holding a plate wrapped full of cookies. The sun already disappeared, and the night settled in.  
 
    “Oliver, sorry to intrude on your evening. I was baking and had extra.” 
 
    She pressed her lips against my cheek, handing me the plate, when I moved out of the way for her to step inside. 
 
    “It’s 9 p.m., why are you baking so late?” 
 
    She took a seat at the kitchen island, no doubt inspecting her surroundings, making sure I was taking care of myself. Little did she know Layla was really the one keeping me on my toes.  
 
    “Baking cures all, Oliver.” 
 
    I could tell she was worried by the faint lines in her forehead, relentless from the Botox  maintenance I knew she got annually. The worry spread to me, coursing all over, creating a weight on my chest that made me uncomfortable.  
 
    My forearms touched the cold slab of marble wasting no time investigating. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Her hazelnut eyes shifted away from me. I could make out the discomfort between us in this role reversal.  
 
    “Nothing, Oliver. It’s nothing you should worry about.” 
 
    I was thankful that Layla hadn’t come down. Explaining her being here wasn’t a priority when I was watching my mom’s perfect image fade into a version I’ve never seen outside of disappointment when Richard’s hand would punish me. The heaviness sat in my chest, and my anxiety ignited.  
 
    “You’re never worried. What’s going on?”  
 
    Her eyes were stern, as she got up, realizing she broke character—the perfect wife act. Worrying wasn’t something she could afford, and she could afford it all. I grabbed her hand, jerking her body back to the island. “I asked you what was wrong.” 
 
    She frowned, creating more wrinkles on her delicate face. “I think your father is having an affair, Oliver. He’s been working twice as much, always at the office, distant…” 
 
    Richard? My father? He had faults, but the one absolute was his love for my mom. He’d kill me if it meant saving her, and I didn’t blame him.  
 
    “What do you mean distant? Doesn’t he always work too much? Isn’t he always an asshole?” 
 
    I was on the verge of defending a man who took a liking to beating me for being a kid. I was slowly understanding Layla overlooking Hunter’s actions. Were his actions not true to character then? 
 
    “Oliver, language! I shouldn’t be talking to you about this. He’s your father.” 
 
    She tried to take back her hand and leave once more. I was quicker than her, grabbing her hand again, stopping her. 
 
    “I asked you about first dates and sex. I think being my mom and what I put you through earns you a pass this time. I’m guessing I know what personal means…” 
 
    I trailed off, hoping to not have it be spelled out by my mouth. We both knew what she meant when insinuating her husband was having an affair. Just thinking about him hurting her stoked a fire always living inside me.  
 
    She groaned a petite noise of frustration. “Oliver! Enough.” 
 
    She looked defeated, worried, and broken in a way only someone like Richard could manage. She didn’t deserve this. She was practically an angel. She even refused to kill insects, always capturing them to carry them to the safety of the outdoors. She baked, cooked, threw parties that made him look good, and forgave me for all the shit she didn’t deserve from me too.  
 
    It reminded me of Hunter, destroying Layla for no reason.  
 
    Her hand slid down my arm so lightly it tickled. “I should get going, my little dove. Be good.” 
 
    I never really hugged anyone, maybe in extreme times; this seemed like one. I held my mom close to my chest, smoothing down her hair, squeezing the bad away. “I’ll figure this out. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I didn’t know what figuring it out meant. It slipped out of my mouth without permission. She let go before I did, forcing a small smile before closing the front door behind her. I reacted the same way I always do. I picked up one of the useless, fragile decor items on the hallway table and hurled it across the room against the adjacent wall.  
 
    Hunter. 
 
    Richard. 
 
    All just piling problems on one another, on top of my barely working lungs. Only adding to my desire to reach my stash before I destroyed more of this place and woke Layla up in the process.  
 
    The corner office was never even touched, not one item in the office was personally mine, except a few books with a small clear baggy pressed between the pages and a gem on the corner. I heard footsteps against the wood and clutched Jane Eyre shut.  
 
    “Oliver? Are you okay? There’s glass everywhere in the hallway.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, annoyed she was stating the obvious. “I’m fine, Layla. Just go back to bed…” 
 
    I didn’t move from in front of the window. I remained stationary as I looked up at my parent’s bedroom window. I should have been listening for more footsteps. Her hand squeezed my bicep, coaxing me to turn around and verify I was, in fact, fine. 
 
    “Layla, I’m fucking fine. It’s a fucking vase. We’ll live.” 
 
    She drew back, like my sharp tone actually hurt.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I didn’t want to go over it again. I didn’t even want to hear it the first time or be debating its truth and adding motivation to my not-so sober choices.  
 
    “Nothing. I got angry.” 
 
    She wasn’t satisfied and didn’t know when to quit. She touched my hand, making me flinch with my toxic book in my hand. My fingertips were now digging into it the binding. 
 
    “You know you can tell me things, like what’s bothering you… no judgment.” 
 
    Her big eyes were convincing. I wanted to spill every secret I was harboring and dump them into someone’s lap. I imagined it being freeing, even though it wasn’t a solution. The only way to make her stop was being the Oliver she met—the one that kept a safe distant for this reason. 
 
    “Layla! Stop. I said I’m fucking fine. Go back to bed.” 
 
    I wanted her to leave, so I could sniff up my medicine and feel less of what I did.  
 
    She walked out of the room, “You don’t have to be so tough all the time. Things hurt sometimes, and that doesn’t make you weak.” 
 
    I mumbled to myself, “It doesn’t make you weak, but it makes me wanna be less sober. That’s more dangerous.” 
 
    I knew she heard me; the sound of raw flesh padding across the wood floors didn’t start until well after I said it. She came back with a broom and cleaned up the mess I made, like she had been doing since she started staying here with me more. Cleaning up my messes. I peeked out the door and snapped at her, “What are you doing?” 
 
    My bones ached, my fingers twitched, and my nerves felt like barbed wire, every moment a sharp laceration. I was due hours ago for a bump. I was beyond the sober right now, and my body was begging for more.  
 
    She didn’t even look up at me. “There’s glass all over the hallway. Someone could get hurt.” 
 
    “Someone? It’s only me and you. I wasn’t going to let you get hurt. I can clean up my own messes.” 
 
    She stopped sweeping to give me this stare so filled with anger I wanted to crawl back into the office and pretend I said nothing. She stood up with the broom and dustpan still attached to her hands. “Are you done being an asshole yet? I don’t know what you want Oliver. I give you space, and that doesn’t work. I try to be there for you, and that doesn’t work. I’m just cleaning up the glass, because I can’t do anything else right. I might as well be useful since I’m not helpful.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. She was alarmingly accurate. I didn’t want space or help. I wanted some middle ground that didn’t exist. I wanted to reach into my stash without her being this close to catch me. The cruel parts of me crawled their way to my surface, egged on by the ache to be less sober.  
 
    “I want the fucking truth, Layla!”  
 
    She stood up again from cleaning and looked at me, questioning what I meant silently. She didn’t bother asking what I meant out loud, and I was thankful we didn’t fall down that rabbit hole. Instead, she pushed the cleaning supplies into my torso and said viciously, “You clean your mess then. Hell, maybe you’ll find the truth you’re after.” 
 
    The word “truth” was even more vicious than the rest. It stuck out, on fire, and I noticed. She knew I wanted a specific truth, my truth—not the one fed to me that kept me full. 
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    The next morning felt unreal, all fogged over and too dreadful to be real. I fell asleep in the armchair in front of the window in the office. I was a flight down from where Layla slept, but it might as well have been another planet. My feelings about almost everything else except her built up into this flare up. It had been months since Hunter transferred, yet, it felt like yesterday.  
 
    I was holding onto everything with a tight fist and a sudden flare for dramatics. 
 
    I knew where the dramatics were coming from: the pit of my stomach right next to the ache for more, even though I was on a diet. I was carefully consuming only enough to get me by, no more or less. 
 
    I felt groggy getting up from the chair, like my body was fused to it, sweat lightly covering my body. I looked at my phone and read it was 11am already. I had missed two classes. I racked my hand through my hair, trying to care more, but my high wearing off got all the care I could muster up. There was a single white piece of paper on the island next to an apple that read: 
 
    Got a ride from Hayley to campus. Didn’t wanna wake you up. Meet you at Intuition at noon? 
 
    Nothing in her note held onto last night. 
 
    Showering made me feel human again. I made a point of stopping in to see my mom—something I never would have chanced if there was a possibility that Richard could be there. After last night, she really didn’t leave me with a lot of options. I pulled the sliding door open; it was never locked. When I lived in the main house, it was my form of escape and reentrance without being noticed. I shouted, “Mom!” a few times, casually getting louder, as I stomped around the house looking for her.  
 
    Finally, I ran into the house manager—a title I never understood. But, I guess it was a step up from maid. She handled everything, acting as a maid, to hiring and firing of staff, and basically making the house livable. She was an older, Polish women, who made life bearable when it wasn’t under Richard’s thumb. She never took over any duties of my mom’s, though, and she was never my nanny. She was hired as the opposite, to handle everything so my mom could focus on me when she brought me home.  
 
    “Abena, where’s Mom?” 
 
    She swatted her hands in front of her before she turned me around away from the hallway.  
 
    In her accent, mixed Americana and Polish, she said, “No, no Ollie Bird. Let’s go this way. Your Tata is late for work and arguing with your Matka.” 
 
    I didn’t bother heeding her warning, and I kept going down the hallway that led to their bedroom. I was carefully quiet and listening with my whole body.  
 
    I heard his aggravated tone hiss, “I should be at work right now, but I’m not… for you. How is that not caring?” 
 
    I heard the sniffles of my mom’s small voice, instead of a response. Part of me wanted to protect her, and the other half of me wanted to hear more.  
 
    She sucked in air between her word. “Today… just one day, Richard. What about the last few months? We’ve known each other since college… maybe you’re finally bored.” 
 
    Burying your parents one day and hearing them cry were two things someone shouldn’t ever have to do. I leaned my shoulder against the wall, still listening closely. 
 
    “You really think I have time to entertain cheating on you? This is absurd, even for you.” 
 
    He didn’t sound convincing, or even sure. He sounded like a third party who didn’t care much for the opinion of people who didn’t matter. I couldn’t bear to listen to anymore. Whatever was coming next would be a load of bullshit he spun in whatever way benefitted him most. I looked at my phone, and I knew I was going to be late. I had a good reason that no one would ever know.  
 
    I left the same way I came in and took a detour to the office, brushing off the feelings I didn’t want to grasp all day.  
 
    I didn’t bother texting Layla. I thought it was obvious if I wasn’t somewhere then I either didn’t want to be or something came up. I obviously wanted to be where she was, so it would fall under the latter.  
 
      
 
    By the time I got to campus, I had to be at the lecture hall for my own class. I skipped the coffee shop altogether, planning to text her, but it was pointless because I’d see her in class.  
 
    I felt like Layla, as I ripped my laptop out of my bag recklessly. Slouching back, I let my head drop back and all the tension break up as the back of the chair dug into me.  
 
    I heard heavy steps, a familiar sound of doc martins haphazardly. I didn’t bother changing my position or even glancing that direction.  
 
    “Well, well, long time no see…” 
 
    I hadn’t seen Jade since the party when Layla came back with an extra body: Hunter. She hadn’t reached out, and neither had I.  
 
    Earlier this morning, I hadn’t bothered texting Layla, but I had made sure to text Jade that my stash was running low. I didn’t expect the sudden appearance, but if that’s the service she offered, I wasn’t going to complain.  
 
    “This isn’t a social call, Jade.” 
 
    She came much closer, sitting on the desk next to me and handing me another small bag. “Stretching it out? I could provide other types of relief Ollie.” 
 
    I felt snide. I felt like avoiding all the pleasantries and small talk.  
 
    “Well, if I haven’t gotten shit from you in months, then I guess so, huh?” 
 
    I was still staring at the ceiling, inspecting each imperfection and ignoring her presence.  
 
    Her voice sounded clingy, needy, as she said, “I thought you were buying from Hunter.” 
 
    I shot up from my relaxed position, feeling the tension in my neck cascade all over my body. I looked at her full of rage, no regret. “What did you say?” 
 
    I knew they were friends or whatever they were calling it. That was the only person he had here expect Layla, my leftovers. Selling? That was news to me, and now I could connect how he knew I wasn’t sober. I wondered if Layla knew he sold and if that would change anything. She was forgiving and too accepting. She accepted us all, regardless of the skeletons we kept in our closets.  
 
    Finally, I had something on him. 
 
    “So what? Hunter sells. How did you not know that?” 
 
    I didn’t care for the details, just having the information was enough for me. “What is actually going on with you two?” 
 
    She shrugged, unwilling to tell me, and I knew that meant trouble on her end, not his. I could tell by the way she looked at her shoes she didn’t mean to be in the position she was in—one involving feelings. 
 
    “Jealous, Ollie? We’re friends. You know platonic friends. We aren’t even having sex.” 
 
    Now, I knew how deep she was in. They weren’t even having sex, and she developed something raw for him.  
 
    “You aren’t having sex? You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    Her looks were trying to kill or least sting, as I crossed a boundary into her personal life. Jade never shared—not one tidbit, not even while high. She was someone you had to take at face value and accept that you weren’t getting any more. She was just Jade. Hell, I never even knew if that was her real name or if it was bullshit she made up to match her eyes. 
 
    She sat straighter up, still trying to hurt me with those jade-colored eyes. “He’s busy fucking his way through sororities, while picturing Layla right now. Do you picture me while you fuck her too?” 
 
    She pushed out her hands, waiting for payment, while I scoffed, still not done with the topic. She was done talking, though, and that meant I was done asking. I handed her what she wanted: two crisp one hundred dollar bills. She only stopped in the doorway to end on a pleasant note. “I’ll see you in a few months, Ollie. Don’t disappear this time.” 
 
    As far as Jade went, that was the most concern I had ever seen from her. She never referenced my stint in rehab. It was a warning—one I needed to hear when my life was being robbed from me. It was no longer just Layla and I; it was the problems outside our bubble gnawing at my nerves.  
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    Oliver never showed up at the coffee shop. He hadn’t been the same since I came back from winter break. His abandonment ran wild, poisoning his veins and, if I was really honest, his heart too. I tried not to keep watching the door for him to parade through and demand coffee like he always did. The baristas here loathed him, rolling their eyes and trying not to be the one waiting on him. He was arrogant, curt, and not the happiest customer.  
 
    Hunter sat beside me, drinking his cold brew coffee. I teased him endlessly about his preference. “How’s your watered-down coffee?” 
 
    He always laughed and teased me back by calling me princess. Elizabeth, B, and Maddison were the only ones here with me. A rare appearance for B, but her absence did make me miss her feisty remarks. Caden skipped classes for baseball practice and something to do with scouts. Aspen had classes during our break. Hayley, well, she would always be hard to read. She certainly wasn’t telling me her schedule, despite our wiping the slate clean. The only difference now was that we weren’t shooting each other daggers when we were in the same room. 
 
    Maddison asked Hunter, “Are you gonna go on a date with that girl—the teal-haired one?” 
 
    She was more brave than any of us—so direct. She didn’t have to deal with the fallout of any of her questions. Mine had to be perfectly selected in order to navigate the minefield of bombs that each one of the sinners carried—each one having their own triggers, own defense mechanisms, and ways of lashing out. Maddison only had one foot in this group and one foot in reality. It helped that Aspen made it very clear to everyone, one night at midnight, in the study, after a party and before the traditional game of high/low, just how untouchable she was. He knew his friends didn’t give her a pass like he did.  
 
    “Jade? No. No, we’re just homies.” 
 
    He sounded disgusted by the idea. I watched his palms push down against the length of the destroyed jeans he wore while he spoke. I could tell there was so much more to his answer than skimming the surface like he was. I let my eyebrows waggle, and my lips pursed his direction. We only became closer friends as time went on and the dust settled. Oliver found a solution to dealing with my friendship with him: not being around when he was. He wasn’t privy to the fact that Hunter was here in the first place. 
 
    I pulled my phone from the table, hoping to see a message from him. The screen only illuminated the time instead. I texted him quickly: Missed you at the coffee shop. I’ll see you at lecture? 
 
    I didn’t want to bring up the fact that I heard their conversation last night. I pinched my eyes closed, pushing away the empathy I had for him. His mom was his rock, and if she was hurting, then I couldn’t imagine the lengths he’d go to in order to rectify it. I knew it meant destruction was close by, and more than a vase in pieces in the hallway.  
 
    Hunter yanked my attention back to the group, “What’s up with you? Test today?” 
 
    I hated that he was the only person who saw through me. I looked at him in a way he knew I wasn’t going to confess in front of B, Elizabeth, or Maddison. His hand touched my thigh, giving it a squeeze, knowing I was coming undone. 
 
    Elizabeth’s hand touched his bicep, and her hungry eyes ate up Hunter. “That is so sweet of you to care so much about Layla. I really respect that.” 
 
    We all knew how much she wanted him, and hearing nothing was happening with him and Jade was only spurring her on. If he was into someone like Jade, she didn’t have a chance, but hearing about his escapades with sorority girls meant she had a fair shot. They were closer to her image than Jade’s badass, give-no-fucks attitude.  
 
    Hunter brushed her hand from his arm, while standing up. He looked down at me, “Refill?” 
 
    I stood up within seconds, not taking any chance to leave my phone behind. I went from watching the door to stalking my own text messages. We walked over to the counter, and he bumped his shoulder into mine. I almost fell over not expecting it. 
 
    “What’s really going on?”  
 
    I ordered my Americano black, with room for almond milk and sugar, before I answered. I even made my way to the pick- up counter, trying to avoid answering altogether. I could feel him waiting for an answer.  
 
    “I don’t know how to talk about it yet.” 
 
    Hunter jumped up onto the counter, putting his ass where pickups went. The barista, who especially hated all of us yelled, “Off the counter, Hunter!” He knew all our names, even our drinks, but out of being polite we ordered and tipped each time.  
 
    “Well, how about you start with how distracted you’ve been all morning.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to jump down. He acted like he didn’t hear the barista at all. I grabbed a stirrer from the counter, I don’t even know why. I never used them. It reminded me of Oliver. He would chew on them. I imagined it was a habit from all the cigarettes he smoked.  
 
    “Oliver, of course… He’s being really distant.” 
 
    Hunter was oddly invested, even asking me how and why. I told him as vaguely as I could and danced around the truth. I knew Oliver wouldn’t want him to know too much.  
 
    “He’s just… dealing with a lot right now. You know how he is; he doesn’t love to share.” 
 
    Hunter slung his arm around my shoulders. “Jade’s filled me in. You can’t slay his dragons, princess. Come on, I’ll walk you to class.” 
 
    Him walking me to class really meant the group of us heading back to class from break. B stayed behind, finishing up an art project she worked on all through lunch. She was distant too, but in a way I felt on the outside of. She made it clear to me she felt the same as Oliver about Hunter. She continued to be around because being left out wasn’t something she knew how to do. I kept reminding myself to carve out time for her, just her, but time was slippery. Between projects, homework, getting ahead in classes, staying social, my other friends, and Oliver… it seemed like I didn’t even have time to sleep. I knew I was a horrible friend, and it was eating me alive. Every day that went by was just giving me more of a reason to not fix us. Time was pushing us apart.  
 
    Lecture with Oliver was next, and honestly, I could feel my feet almost skipping down the hallway in excitement. When you go to bed angry, it feels like time drags on. I pushed open the heavy door to see Oliver with sunglasses on, his feet up, his head back, and it looked like he didn’t have a single care in the world. I felt angry immediately. How could he not care that we didn’t go to bed together?  Now, he skipped meeting me for coffee to power nap at his desk? 
 
    I wanted to stop in my tracks and demand his attention, but I forced myself up the stairs to the vicinity I typically chose to sit. He didn’t notice anyone else was in the room, until I purposely dropped my heavy book against the desk. He jolted up, like he really was sleeping, and my anger only grew. He sat up, preparing for students to file in, without saying a word to me. We stared at each other silently for longer than socially acceptable. 
 
    I walked down the stairs placing the extra coffee I got him on his desk—a peace offering. His long fingers brushed mine as he took the coffee. “Thanks. I had to deal with some stuff when I woke up.” 
 
    “About your mom and dad?” 
 
    He stood up, clenching his coffee cup so hard I thought the material would cave in and hot coffee would pour over his hand. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    I folded my arms against my chest. “I heard you two last night. She sounded upset. I didn’t wanna interrupt.” 
 
    Students poured in—a majority of them still girls. His sharp voice was contained into a whisper as he looked at me, not wanting to confide in me. He looked angry, like I breached his boundaries. 
 
    “Forget what you heard, Layla. I can handle it.” 
 
    My eyes begged him for more—any tidbit of letting me in. I walked away after his eyes reflected fire and his voice fell mute. He was supposed to announce our final paper on Alice in Wonderland. We’d have two weeks to pull out a good grade. I neglected my book all break and the last few months, only reading what I needed to in order to complete assignments. I neglected Alice to document every detail in my journal that had been left blank for far too long. I made sure to implement it in my nightly routine. Every night before bed, I would write until my eyes were too tired to stay open. Sometimes I would fall asleep with the pen in my hand and the journal on my lap.  
 
    The girls in front of me giggled, watching Oliver take off his shades off and mark his statements on the white board. I pulled out a notebook, easily letting myself revert back to pen and paper after convincing myself to give my laptop a fair shot at accompanying me to class. I learned I was a traditionalist in my exploration over break. I liked tradition, values honesty, and couldn’t ever be mad at the man in the front of the classroom. 
 
    My phone buzzed against my leg as it sat in my lap. I wanted to make sure I was prepared if Oliver texted. He normally didn’t lecture us the whole two hours.  
 
    Hunter: Need saving? 
 
    I had never skipped class, and I wasn’t entirely sure it would send the right message. I shook off the instinct to think as I typed back. 
 
    Yes…. He pretty much pretended I wasn’t in the room after I found him napping. 
 
    The three dots blinked repeatedly until the text appeared: Napping? Did he get drunk last night? Maybe napping off a hangover? 
 
    The truth was I didn’t know what happened after his mom left. I heard the glass break against the wall and the pieces scatter, but I didn’t know much else. I didn’t know if he drowned his sorrows or simply didn’t sleep. All I knew was he wasn’t talking even to me and he didn’t sleep in his own bed. I was worried in a way I thought my love for him cured. I packed up my stuff and ascended the stairs, not bothering to glance his way, as I headed for the door.  
 
    He shouted, as my hand touched the door, “Do you need to be excused?” 
 
    I turned around, not letting my expression give anything away like before. “Yes… excused.” 
 
    Oliver stepped towards me and asked to see me outside, while the murmurs took over all the noise in the room. He pushed open the door, beckoning me into the hallway.  
 
    “You aren’t the type to skip class—” He stopped speaking, when he saw Hunter leaning against the wall, waiting for me, to save me, the princess.  
 
    Oliver snapped in his direction, “Don’t you have classes?” 
 
    Hunter smirked, bowing his head, “I got bored, so I’m saving Layla.” He was calm, still even, and uncaring that Oliver clearly was pissed off that he was a part of my escape. 
 
    Hunter pushed himself off the wall, looking at me, “Coming?” 
 
    I pushed out of Oliver’s gaze. It was like fighting my way out of a war zone. His voice was full of grit, and his teeth clenched. “You’re really gonna leave with him?” He grabbed my arm, holding me back from getting too far. “Oliver, I just need some space. It’s not like I’m failing your class.” 
 
    He repeated my words, only dripped in a threatening tone. “Space?” 
 
    Hunter stepped forward, taking my bag from my shoulder. “This is getting old. She needs space, because that’s all you’ve been giving her lately. She can be upset without your permission, fuck face.” 
 
    Leaving was easier then. Oliver’s hand dropped at the same time his disagreement did. I didn’t need space; I needed to stop seeing him be normal with everyone else but me. I needed to accept I couldn’t push him for answers, and that was the hardest part. I had to wait for him to come to me. Patient should be a virtue for me—the responsible, mature young adult. It wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    In Hunter’s mean-looking Mustang, I turned to him, expecting him to me let in on where we’d go. I was filled with anxiety and guilt. I had never skipped anything, not even brushing my teeth or taking off my makeup before bed.  
 
    “You good with Boston? I have some business there.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and wondered what kind of business. He surely couldn’t mean selling pot all the way in Boston. I inquired more, as he handed me his phone and told I could pick the soundtrack to my ditch day.  
 
    “Business?” My eyes were slanted and demanding. 
 
    He laughed at me. “Just because you squint doesn’t make you more convincing. In Boston, yes. A client up there is having some party this weekend, and I don’t make appearances at parties to sell.”  
 
    His honesty blew me away, especially because Oliver was avoiding doing the same.  
 
    “Selling what exactly?” 
 
    Hunter didn’t make eye contact with me this time. “Don’t worry about that part. I’ll tell you anything else.” 
 
    On the drive, I was able to check off some things on my mental checklist, like putting in my applications for the admissions office and the coffee shop. I wasn’t low on my savings, but I also didn’t want to be in that kind of pickle. The one thing not in the freshman packet? Making friends outside of your own means and keeping up.  
 
    The other thing on my checklist was texting B and actually carving out time for her so I could stop feeling guilty. If I tried and things didn’t improve, then that wouldn’t be guilt at least. It’d be good ol’ failure. 
 
    Hunter saw me furiously accomplishing tasks on my phone, asking what I was doing. He was easy to talk to—easier than I had ever planned for. He even said if no one bites on my applications and I needed money to come to him. I would never actually take him up on the offer, but it was nice to have a backup plan. We even discussed my major—another box checked. I got to flesh out that putting all my eggs in the publishing world basket as one role wasn’t smart. At least with a business degree, I could apply that to any aspect of the world I wanted to be in. I even made a list of my top three publishing houses to apply to for internships next year in my journal.  
 
    1. Little Brown & Co. 
 
    2. American Press Inc. 
 
    3. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
 
    All in Boston. All with a reputation for launching voices you couldn’t ignore. I was clawing to be a part of that journey. I wanted to fight for voices to be heard, stories that added value, and romances that gave people hope. Oliver wanted me to write the next great story all based on my papers of other people’s work.  
 
    I was feeling accomplished in the two-hour drive it took to get to Boston from our campus. B hadn’t texted back yet. I wasn’t worried. Her classes were hands on, and she was almost always covered in paint, regardless of how hard she tried to get it off, because “it didn’t go with her outfit”.  
 
    We pulled up to a huge, towering building with a metallic surface reflecting the sun. It was intimidating. Hunter’s I-don’t-care attitude still prevailed, as he handed his keys to the man standing outside the door. He seemed to know where he was going, as we made our way to the elevators without any looking around. I watched him press the button with no number but a black P outlined, and I stayed silent, taking it all in. He stepped in front of me as the numbers counted up, looking more serious than in the car, when he was humming along to songs I chose. 
 
    “Look, this guy is pretty weird. Just ignore him, okay? He’s harmless.” 
 
    I heeded his warning. “Should I stay over here? Maybe downstairs?”  
 
    He took my hand in his, shocking me as he stood next to me. “No, I can’t see you if you’re downstairs. It’ll be quick.” 
 
    The elevators opened to a penthouse apartment that looked prestigious, but all lavish and empty, and a modern Gatsby. He slapped his hand against Hunter’s flat palm looking me over next. 
 
    “You’re a lifesaver, man. Did you bring enough?” 
 
    He pulled out a thick stack of money with a band around it, reading $1,000 dollars. I’ve only ever seen money like that in movies, not reality. I was intrigued by the Gatsby in front of me, wondering why he wanted drugs, why Hunter, and even more whys I couldn’t begin to answer. I let myself become distracted by the art covering his walls, leaving little room to see the wallpaper underneath. I saw Hunter drop a leather bag on the coffee table, demanding he check the contents before he even took his money.  
 
    I was watching an exchange I never thought I would. Even being in college, I never saw more than an exchange for pot. This amount of money would buy him a lot of pot or the contents wasn’t pot at all. The latter sounded more correct. I only knew Hunter to sell pot back home. This was something new.  
 
    The Gatsby knockoff nodded in my direction, “New services? She available?” 
 
    Hunter stepped in front of his eyeline still very calm. “She’s with me. The day I deal pussy… just shoot me, man. We aren’t the guys who pay.” 
 
    We left promptly after the money was exchanged, and he apologized to Hunter for his remark. His arm slung lazily over my shoulders even after the elevator closed. He ripped the band holding the bills together handing me two hundred dollars. I didn’t even reach out to take it, just giving him a questioning eye.  
 
    “For coming along… a small percentage.” 
 
    I still squinted and pursed my lips his way, unsure if it came with strings. He pulled me into his side, with his arm still around my shoulders. He knew me well enough to know my own thoughts still stuck to the inside of my mind. 
 
    “No strings, Layla. It’s yours. It’s not easy being friends with rich kids.” 
 
    We spent time in Boston, wandering around and grabbing food from SweetGreens—a healthy shop popular with other surrounding campuses. I followed their Instagram, showcasing the area and their freshman experiences at Harvard, Tufts, and Boston College. I was immersed in the coffee shops and landmarks to see, even though this was my first time here. There was something comforting about having similar experiences on a different campus. What we went through was universal.  
 
    We wandered around until our legs were too tired to carry us, and then we headed back. I fell asleep in the car under the streetlights whizzing by, creating a blur that was relaxing, giving me no reason to focus. Hunter dropped me off at my dorm instead of Oliver’s. I was protecting his privacy. That was something we wouldn’t come back from—a move only made in the severance. I texted Oliver before I fell asleep again: Home. Gonna pass out. I’ll see you tomorrow at the coffee shop? 
 
    I would be there earlier than normal to catch up on all I missed today. The guilt slithered away enough to let me enjoy Boston, but I knew it would crawl back tomorrow. Responsibility and maturity were hard to smudge out. One ditch day wouldn’t change that. 
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     Layla never came back to my place. I wouldn’t let my mind stray back to them. I knew she was making a point by not crawling into my bed with me. I knew she was making a point by skipping class with Hunter. She wasn’t afraid to make a point anymore, instead of just accepting my behavior at face value. This was punishment for pushing her away when I was vulnerable. It took me all day to come to that conclusion, that she just wanted to love me enough for me to let her in.  
 
    I had let her in before, with little push back, but ever since she left and came back, it wasn’t as easy. I knew how stupid that sounded. I was in love with Layla, but now I couldn’t be vulnerable? It made no sense and all the sense in the world at the same time. My love for her was stopping me from showing her the bad parts of me. Those parts could scare her away. So I reverted back to my old ways: asshole tendencies and pushing people away.  
 
    After class, the one I attended only to teach, I made a pit stop to Richard’s work. No one knew me there, and I was ashamed that I had never step foot into the building until now.  
 
    The receptionist outside the elevator glared at me, like I was trash at the bottom of her Jimmy Choo heels. I was used to it. My shirt was torn in random spots, even though I bought it this way. My jeans were destroyed at the knees, my vans beat up, and beanie was hovering over my head, barely secure. I walked over to the desk taking in the sleek bachelor pad vibes with all black leather and frosted glass. It was meant to be clean and rich, but I only saw the fraud in Richard in every surface.  
 
    I slapped my hand down on the desk, grabbing her attention, even though she was focused on me since I stepped off the elevator. “I’m here to see Richard.” 
 
    She corked her eyebrow like the gate keeper she was. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    I sucked in air loudly without sighing or rolling my eyes. “I’m his— I’m Oliver.” 
 
    Her face was still full of judgment, even after I said my name. I realized she didn’t know who I was at all. I didn’t expect it to hurt; I wasn’t his son in any other scenario. Work was so disconnected from me, so far out of my reach, he could have lied and made me out to be something I wasn’t; instead I was nonexistent. I was fired up and on the verge of pissed off as I walked past her oversized desk, which demanded you to stop there first.  
 
    I walked the open space, shouting, “Richard? Dad?” I was embarrassing him, and I didn’t care anymore. 
 
    Each room on the outside looked the same—all frosted glass sliding doors and cubicles in the center of the space, defining classes between employees. I read the name tags as I passed offices, finally finding the one reading Richard Abbott. I didn’t even form a fist in an attempt to knock before I yanked the door open.  
 
    He was on the phone completely collected, until I appeared in his office. He spat out, “I have to call you back.”  
 
    He slammed the phone into the receiver, and his mouth clamped shut tightly. I sunk  into the chair on the opposite side of his desk, still silent. I was taking inventory of his office and how bare it was. The unwelcoming space didn’t even produce a framed photo of his wife. The big windows provided the only views he needed. 
 
    “Are you cheating on mom?” I was direct, not sparing a moment. I wanted to leave just as much as he wanted me to. He exhaled in a way I had never heard before, almost like his will broke, as the air left him. He didn’t seem threatening or menacing, like he normally did in this moment.  
 
    It took me nineteen years to find a sore spot: infidelity and my mom. 
 
    He unwillingly looked up at me. “Why am I always surprised you know something you shouldn’t?” 
 
    I kicked my feet up placing them on his shiny, almost empty desk. I couldn’t gauge if he was avoiding, lying, or going to tell the truth. His expression was covered up by his infamous intensity.  
 
    “Just answer the question…” My voice shook, like it’s ability depended on his answer.  
 
    “It’s between your mother and I.” 
 
    I wanted to wipe the smug off his face with my fist. Instead, they were balled up in my hoodie pocket. He didn’t need to see exactly how mad I was. 
 
    “I’ve never cheated on your mom, Oliver.” 
 
    The way he said your mom felt like he was giving me sole ownership. I didn’t know if I believed him. Richard was a snake—all the sly and unnerving qualities. “You didn’t even want me… fucking every young impressionable girl in your office could easily lead to more of me.” 
 
    Unwanted kids. Just saying it as a jab cracked another piece of my soul. There was too many unwanted, now damaged kids, all born out of mistakes. He sat forward in his seat pushing against the desk and looking at me, trying to figure something out and hoping my face would tell him. 
 
    “Oliver, I had a vasectomy when your mom couldn’t get pregnant. It was in solidarity.” He got up, making his way around the desk, sitting by me with the same type of stare. Whatever he was about to say I wasn’t prepared to hear it, and that was half the battle. 
 
    He perched on his desk, completely ignoring its fragile glass state. “I know I wasn’t the best dad. I raised you how my father raised me, and maybe that was my mistake.” 
 
    I looked away from him, feeling my eyes well up and willing my body to stay strong in his presence. I stayed silent, not daring to let any words escape from my mouth.  
 
    “She’s good for you… Layla. The Oliver I raised wouldn’t have ever came here, not even for a good reason.” 
 
    For some reason, his approval threatened the moisture in my eyes building up to drain. I held my jaw open, clenched, and my tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth still willing myself to not let one tear escape. 
 
    “You aren’t convincing,” was all I could choke out. I was lying through my teeth. This was the most honest I had ever heard him. The honesty reverberated through me like an earthquake. 
 
    His hand touched my shoulder, “I’ve known your mom since freshman year of college, Oliver. If our love had an expiration date I would think it would have happened. I wouldn’t ever do that to your mom. I’ve been working on a huge deal with Japan, waiting for the time change to align to even make calls. That’s all this is. Tomorrow the deal closes.” 
 
    I stared at the blank parts of his office, still wondering why mom didn’t merit even a photo. 
 
    “There’s no photos of mom.” 
 
    He stood up walking around to the other side of his desk again, leaning on the back of the chair. He beckoned me to stand up and come closer with a casual hand gesture. Regrettably, I did. I stood next to him sucking the tears back in making sure none of them escaped without permission. He pointed to his desk and my clenched jaw relaxed, dropping, as I saw his entire desk was my favorite baby photo with my mom. The photo top desk didn’t show from the other direction, it was just for him.  
 
    I was a toddler, standing, as she hugged me from behind, celebrating my independence. She looked like an angel, and I looked like a less pissed off version of the man I am today. 
 
    “That’s why there’s nothing on my desk, so I can see this. I’m not giving competitors or enemies any information they can use by having photos scattered around my office. I had to have this desk specially made.” 
 
    The same batch of unfiltered tears welled up in my eyes, and I looked away. I never let myself be weak in front of him. Something about letting yourself be weak in the presence of strength seemed damning. From personal experience, it was. I pushed the hood over my head, covering up the flawed parts of me rising to the surface. He grabbed my arm in a way I knew all too well.  
 
    Stopping in my tracks, I expected some snide remark to make up for the lack thereof. Instead, he pulled me into his chest. There was no more controlling the tears threatening me. The hot moisture poured down my cheeks, no doubt leaving streaks and tracks on my pale skin. His arms engulfed me, tightly keeping me to him. 
 
    He made his voice soft. “I wish you came to me sooner, Oliver.” 
 
    I stiffened as I heard his words. I didn’t say a word as the tears silently rolled down from my eyes.  
 
    He must have felt obligated to continue speaking. “I didn’t name you Oliver because you had nothing and now everything. I named you Oliver because I wanted you to have everything I didn’t. Come on, let’s get some dinner.”  
 
    I pushed myself away looking at him horrified by his confessions piling up, weighing heavily on my chest. “Why are you pretending to love me? I came here for my mom.” 
 
    I knew how I looked: a glorified mess. Wiping away the tears, he didn’t back away. He stepped into me. “You think I don’t love you?” His face broke into drooping brows, a small frown, and eyes that seemed full of guilt.  
 
    His hands gripped my shoulders firmly, as if I could forget he was there or that this was real. I shouted, “Don’t bullshit me!” 
 
    He didn’t even look around me or inspect that it went ignored. He was no longer looking at me but in me, in parts of me buried so deep I forgot they were there. “Oliver… You played with fire, and you almost died! I never stopped loving you. I mourned you, because I never knew how much longer I’d have you!” 
 
    More tears threatened to escape, except this time I let them.  
 
    “And what about before that? When you’d beat me for being a fucking kid?! Or was that just bad parenting?” 
 
    He put out a hand, stopping whoever trotted in. The sliding office door barely made a whistle. He didn’t break eye contact and simply let his head roll to one side as a silently dismissal.  
 
    “I wasn’t a good parent, Oliver! I had no idea what I was doing, so I did what my father did. I didn’t know how to be something else for you. Then you started getting tattoos, drinking, doing drugs… I didn’t know how to save you once I realized it wasn’t a phase.”  
 
    I mumbled, “…a phase that paid.”  
 
    He didn’t care what I mumbled under my breath; he closed the dead space between us and hugged me tightly, whispering, “Of course I love you, Oliver.”  
 
    I cracked under his confessions, sobbing into his pressed white button down. We didn’t move until my sobs were more controlled. He suggested dinner again, and I had no reason not to entertain this version of both of us that never saw the light of day. He worked outside of Boston, leaving the city at our fingertips.  
 
    Dinner was smooth and enjoyable, and honestly, I learned I loved him just as much—even if I did try to ignore it or cover it up with hate. He was part of the acceptance I craved in others. I never saw him contributing, but tonight I felt loved by a man I felt loathed by. 
 
    I called Layla when I got back to my place instead of using the fresh stash Jade passed off to me earlier. I tucked it away between my book pages, waiting for her to answer, but the line rang until voicemail prompted. I slammed my phone down on the bookshelf, aggravated that someone like Hunter had her attention.  
 
    My next call choice wasn’t exactly the vibe I wanted. Caden made everything into a thing that involved people, substances, and upbeat morale, when all I really wanted to wallow in self-loathing. Aspen was seemingly back to normal. I was giving it a few weeks to stick before I acted elated. Elizabeth proved she couldn’t be trusted alone. That left Hayley or Palmer—both too cool to give a shit how I felt. We could be in one room and not exchange one word. It was solely company—the effortless kind, which is exactly what I needed: people around me filling the space, but no commitment in conversations or explaining how I felt. 
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    I woke up in my single dorm room with the light pouring in and the morning chill still lingering on my exposed arm. It was a room I worked double to manage to pay for and yet I spent little to no time in—a coveted sense of space, yet I took it for granted. I laid in bed snoozing my alarm for another ten minutes, until I felt more motivated or awake to drag myself out of it. 
 
    Today was the day I dedicated to B, to reconnect. I wanted to be wrong: That you could be this different, that you could grow and change, but remain close friends. All the movies and books were wrong.  
 
    I picked up my phone; there were calls and texts from everyone but B. Her traditional, “Morning, gorgeous” message came to a halt when she found out how long I kept that night a secret.  
 
    I understood why. I heard her problems and saw every insecure moment and yet I couldn’t confide in her the same way. I understood more now. Oliver was locked up tight, and it didn’t matter that I broke his code before. It felt betraying. It felt like all our progress evaporated into thin air.  
 
    I quickly sent her a morning text with less enthusiasm than hers’ used to carry. We only had a few classes before our quality time started. I didn’t bother packing anything but my iPad in my purse and actually put some effort into my outfit. That was going to shine through any other effort I could have put forth. That was B in a nutshell; when we were kids and had sleepovers, she would make us over into all types of people: rockstars, brooding artists, princesses, every type of walk of life, just to say she could. She carried that tradition into adulthood. She was never sure who she was or who she wanted to be.  
 
    She wanted to be everyone, shifting like a mood ring, changing as it pleased her.  
 
    Maybe that’s what tied us together for so long: being so afraid to be ourselves.  
 
    Having accounting first really calmed my nerves. Accounting didn’t leave room for anything else. You had to be laser focused, because missing one step could result in failing at finding the solution.  
 
    My next class wasn’t even a full class. My ethics class entailed looking at a board posted outside the classroom and finding my group placement for a huge project to construct our own business, including policies, financial statements, and other details no one ever thought about when shopping at Target. I wrote down my group’s information in my journal that I carried in my bag, lacking other supplies today.  
 
    I looked at my phone, still nothing from B. All the messages were from Oliver, demanding to know I was safe after obviously skipping yesterday. I wasn’t done being angry with him for the same reason B was angry with me. I wondered how long that meant.  
 
    I made my way to the coffee shop, thinking it was as good of a place as any to wait for B to be done with class. I ordered an American0, with two pumps of caramel and almond milk, making it a creamy looking dream. I sat down in Oliver’s designated spot, just as Caden threw himself down in a way I thought my coffee would spill over, burning my hands, holding it so gently.  
 
    “What’s up? Ollie here?” 
 
    My lashes batted and my eyes were wide as I looked around the cafe in my attempt at sarcasm. He laughed in a gracious way, even though we both knew I wasn’t funny. He picked up my bagel, taking a bigger bite than was polite.  
 
    I squinted at him, deciding to ask him about B in exchange for the massive crater in my bagel. “Have you talked to B?” 
 
    His head dropped to the side against the worn in couch, clearly not wanting to answer me but my hand motions demanded him to. “Yes, we hung out last night. Why curious cat?” 
 
    Caden’s voice was always soaked in a slight mocking tone—always establishing his rank above everyone.  
 
    “She’s supposed to meet me here for girls day. 
 
    She’s late, like always, but I’m worried.” 
 
    I was worried she would bail on me, and I would be the one trying. The person who was left holding the bag became the person who never gave up, even when they should. 
 
    He laughed like I was delusional, and she had no intention of being here. “Her and Hayley’s have some shit going on all day.” 
 
    I let him take the coffee from my hands to wash down my bagel he violated, as everything in me dropped. I swiftly moved from guilt to denial, demanding more answers.  
 
    He polished off my coffee, producing more vague answers. “I don’t know. I wasn’t listening. I don’t do pillow talk.” 
 
    I texted Oliver, my one constant, both furious and hurt, equal parts. I ignored Caden’s presence completely.  
 
    B stood me up.  
 
    It seemed purposely, but I’d never know. She pulled away so far she was reduced to a blur in the distance.  
 
    Oliver appeared, pushing the door open, scanning the room. I breezed by him, squeezing his hand, hoping he knew I was avoiding him this time. This was beyond us. He didn’t shout or even say my name. He let me go, taking just the squeeze as an I love you. 
 
    My new sense of self forced me up grabbing my bag and heading in her direction, until I nearly talked myself out of it.  
 
    Maybe it would be less painful if we both stopped trying.  
 
    Maybe this was bigger than telling her about Hunter.  
 
    Maybe I was trying for nothing.  
 
    All I knew was I wasn’t honoring myself and who I was now if I gave up that easy.  
 
    The art buildings were closer together, and you could tell there was an immediate change in atmosphere. The intensity in the air gave greater importance to evoking emotions rather than passing an midterm. The air was lighter, and I could see B being at home here. I didn’t even know where her class was. Thankfully, there was a group smoking outside; I knew asking was my only hope and B was too hard to miss. Back home, everyone knew her, not just as prom queen or popular, but knew of her. Even people in other schools knew her by name and personality traits.  
 
    As I walked up to the group, I texted Oliver again, explaining why I was in such a rush. He texted back almost immediately with a vague reply that I would have to decipher what it meant later: Do you. I asked the group if they knew B and started to describe her vividly, when a girl sitting on the steps laughed. My head shot up to meet her laughter, wondering what was funny. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    The girl took a long drag of her cigarette before answering. “That poser? Probably the photo lab, since she can’t make art.” 
 
    Her words had a bite I didn’t expect. Everyone loved B, even when I didn’t. What was this stranger talking about? Why would she use the word poser?  
 
    I held my composure asking her, “Where’s that?”  
 
    The group mocked me, all laughing, and clearly wondering what I was doing on this side of campus. I thought the artists would be less judgmental and more accepting. I found more acceptance in a group of people known as sinners than setting foot on this side of campus. I scowled at the group of them as I walked in the direction one of them lazily pointed. I wasn’t convinced it was the right direction.  
 
    Their attitudes reminded me of Hayley—all judgment and little pleasantries.  
 
    I finally found the building and prayed my keycard granted me access. I held my phone up to the card reader, with my campus ID tucked between the case and phone. Inside looked different than the rest of the campus completely—newer. All the hallways merged and scattered away from each other, like a maze. I already felt confused just attempting to contemplate which way I should go. I made sure I checked my phone in case she tried to call or text, but she hadn’t. My phone was quiet, and I actually felt the worry building. It wasn’t like her.  She loved any opportunity for attention, and a day alone with me meant the spotlight would shine down on her. 
 
    I checked every room, eyeing into the small window plastered to each door, until the doors no longer had windows. After walking into a few classes and right back out with the glares of professors, I finally found B, sitting alone in a common area. She held a big sketch pad and was sitting at a table close to a window. For a second, I watched her from a distance. I couldn’t remember her looking so sad in my life.  
 
    I walked over, cautiously making sure to stay as quiet as possible. I looked over her shoulder to see the sad sketch of a girl crying. The girl she drew was beautiful, full lips, and thick tears running down her cheeks. The girl outside on the steps was clearly jealous because I couldn’t draw a stick figure and here was B doodling something so profound. My hand touched her shoulder, and her whole body shook, scaring her into a state of alert.  
 
    “What the fuck? Oh my god, Layla!” 
 
    She was rattled to her bones, still trying to catch the breath I stole from her. I sat down across from her, not sure how to be angry and let it come from a loving place.  
 
    “We were supposed to meet up…” I stopped myself from finishing that sentence. The rest of it was filled with discontent.  
 
    She let the sketch pad drop to the table with a slap, and she looked at me like she wanted to light me on fire. I sat back in my seat, preparing myself for whatever dramatics would spill from her perfectly puffy lips. She crossed her arms, letting me stir in my anxiety, and I swallowed hard.  
 
    “I hate it here. I have no friends. I’m not as talented as everyone else. And you’re off keeping secrets, tons of friends, not failing your classes. You’re popular.” 
 
    Her voice wasn’t sarcastic or snide, she was genuine and jealous. She went from being the center of attention to simply blending in. She hated me for doing well here. 
 
    “So, you ditch me? I planned today to be just for you. Coffee, shopping, this cool Mexican restaurant I found, and that new romantic comedy.” 
 
    I had planned out every minute of our fun except the actual fun. I pretty much planned an epic date—a bestie date.  
 
    “Layla, just go hang out with your friends. It’s been clear I don’t belong there or anywhere here.” 
 
    I watched her eyes well up and a piece of me cracked, down to the core. B wasn’t Mother Teresa, but she didn’t deserve to feel this alone. 
 
    “What are you talking about? You’re the reason I know any of them.” 
 
    She only looked out the window, no longer making eye contact. “Good job, B. They’re your friends, not mine.” 
 
    The sarcasm arrived, and I knew we wouldn’t make headway if she wasn’t really listening anymore. My anger was mounting, she stood me up over not being the spotlight anymore. 
 
    “So you’re mad at me because I’m having your high school experience in college?” 
 
    She stayed silent for longer than I expected, not bothering to reply. She was mad, sad, and everything in-between. I got up not sure how to argue through this. I gently squeezed her shoulder, saying one last thing before I left. “You’re my best friend, B. That’ll never change unless you want it to. Text me.” 
 
    She waited until I was further away to throw a last jab. “Watch out for Oliver. He’s not who you think Layla. He’s got problems.” 
 
    The hallways were empty, just like before, and finding my way out again was just as much as a chore. I felt light, like I’d float away without another person anchoring me to the ground. I didn’t let myself take her warning seriously. She was known for stealing the last word, always. I’ve known B since daycare before kindergarten, when she asked me to play, and we had been friends ever since. Her popularity never left me behind, even though I was far from popular. I was on cheer, like she was, but I didn’t party and I didn’t have boys’ attention. I was a social nightmare, but people accepted me, because I was always by her side. I knew our friendship was one sided. I knew she was dramatic. That was part of friendship, accepting someone for all they are, in all their forms.  
 
    Outside, I took a moment to text Oliver one sentence: I think I just lost my best friend. 
 
    I heard a loud whistle, and my head jerked to the side. No one ever whistled at me, and it probably wasn’t for me to begin with. Something about ambiguous notions always drew my attention, like my name was easy to forget and someone might really need my attention.  
 
    When I looked up, I saw Oliver sitting against his car with a bulky scarf around his neck and his layers under his leather jacket; but even the weather was trying to warm him up. The snow was barely existent anymore. but small pieces of soiled snow still polluted the curbs. I felt a weight hold me down, just seeing him stand up and flick his cigarette butt to the side. There were tears in my eyes, as I stood there, with the distance between us, letting myself feel every terrible moment of this before I let his arms close me into him.  
 
    He smelled like comfort, exactly how he always did: smoke, combined with black coffee and cologne. I didn’t look up at him, afraid just seeing the sadness in his eyes would break me into pieces—the ones I was holding together.  
 
    He whispered into my hair, “Caden gave me the heads up. It’s probably for the best, babe.” 
 
    I pulled away enough to spit out, “For the best?” 
 
    He looked away from me, trying to avoid my glare. “Yes, Layla. She’s a shitty friend.” 
 
    That was the consensus about B; she wasn’t a good friend. She was selfish, arrogant, demanding, and a pain in the ass, but something inside me was dedicated to her. I knew even if we stopped talking today that, years later, she’d call me, I’d answer, drop everything, and be there for her.  
 
    But, I also knew… she wouldn’t ever be that for me.  
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    Spring 
 
      
 
    It took months of smooth sailing and silence from her to let it soak in that she was no longer a part of my life. The universe must truly depend on balance, pushing me further into friendships with Maddison,  Elizabeth, and Hunter. This time, there was no reason for me to feel guilty becoming close with other people when she was choosing distance. Sometimes I’d ask Hayley how B was, when I was missing her, in those quiet moments when we were less distracted. 
 
    The sun was bright, the air crisp, and finally it was above fifty-five degrees. The trees were in their prime—full and different shades of greens. This was exactly what I was waiting for when I had scrolled through Pinterest to see New England’s beauty.  
 
    I was still wearing layers. It wasn’t nearly warm enough for this Florida native, and the sinners didn’t stop their teasing. It became a running joke that I was always cold. I opted to not go home for spring break, convincing my mom it was a rite of passage for college students. We all went to Boston, tasting a life so close to becoming a reality, closer for the sinners who would graduate before me. Now summer was at our feet, and Elizabeth was plotting  the end of the year bonfire for Caden’s Frat.  
 
    No one talked about summer or going home. This was their home, I was the one who needed to pay a dorm fee for summer or go back to Florida until classes resumed again. I avoided thinking about it, still vividly aware of how much Oliver and I fell apart last time.  
 
    I hated distance—the same distance I once craved. B being on the same campus and not in my life. Possibly going home for break, leaving over a thousand miles between Oliver and me. 
 
    I settled into myself, becoming comfortable with who I became. The campus became home and the sinners felt like family. I even stopped thinking of Florida altogether, except on truly cold days. 
 
    I ended up killing my interview to work at the coffee shop and started almost immediately. Oliver was encouraging, but he always offered me a loan in the hope I would turn the offer down. Having a full course load, Monday and Friday, plus working now stole hours we normally had together. I convinced myself that time apart, even a few hours, would condition us in case I couldn’t afford the dorm costs.  
 
    I only worked a few hours after my classes ended, around two, helping clean up and slowly learning to make coffee in a variety of ways. The machines were intimidating—all chrome and thousands of buttons, never mind expensive. I was content cleaning, helping customers, and taking out the trash. It was mindlessly relaxing—my own form of yoga.  
 
    Hunter never became close to the sinners. Oliver waved his authority wand, and being in the same room was suddenly allowed. Hunter lived at the coffee shop when he wasn’t in someone else’s bed. Half of me believed it was his way of pestering me, being in my space as much as he could. We only grew closer, but a piece of me was still waiting for the other shoe to drop and his plot to be revealed.  
 
    I was covering an earlier shift to save more money, quicker before summer finally arrived. I compromised staying for half my math lab most days and leaving early to head to the coffee shop two hours early. My half apron was almost always rolled up in my bag, just in case.  
 
    Today was one of those days. Maddison always took the best notes, and luckily, she always shared, even though I followed math better than most of the students in our class, having one of three A’s given out. I always snuck out of class as quietly as possible, but I let my professor know long before I even attempted to skip a class other than Oliver’s, whose buttons I could push. A strict professor giving out only three A’s was another story. 
 
    The coffee shop smelled like fresh donuts and bread as soon as I walked in. I was starving and couldn’t wait to charge myself for a donut before I punched in. I thought it would be a much harder adjustment to work again, but it felt natural. It was certainly much less demanding than two jobs and school. I picked a chocolate frosted donut from the small case we had of specialty donuts brought every morning from a shop in Boston. Sometimes if they needed help for deliveries I’d come in for four a.m. to help. I inhaled the donut leaving not even a sprinkle lost to my wax bag it came in. As I finished chewing the too big bite I took I tied the apron around my waist pulling it tight after wrapping the strings around me twice before tying it in a small bow. Kevin, my now boss and barista who loved to hate the Sinners, told me to hop on the register. The hardest thing I learned so far was all the shorthand to express the exact coffee someone was ordering. 
 
    CVF - Caffè Vanilla Frap 
 
    3 - Shots of Espresso 
 
    WM - Whole Milk 
 
    S2 - Skinny syrup, two pumps 
 
    Everything had a shorthand. I looked up and saw Hunter standing at the counter, smiling at me. I tried not to laugh with Kevin nearby when I asked him what he would like. He handed me a crisp twenty-dollar bill, the kind that feels fake and sticks to all the other bills. His hand not pulling back, his fingers ran along my hand before he let it drop to the counter. He was stealing a moment of touch and I let him. I knew how much I love Oliver couldn’t be burned out by one touch. 
 
    Every time he handed me money, I remember how we skipped class for him to personally deliver drugs to some asshole in Boston. I always thought he sold just pot, but now going to juvie makes more sense. His crimes were more severe. I pushed my hand forward giving him his change and he immediately dropped it into the cup labeled tips. I gave him a small smile in return for his $12 tip, too generous. He lingered resting his arms on the part of the counter that houses the syrups and different sugars leaning over the products to talk to me. 
 
    “You’re not going back home?” 
 
    His voice was flat, disguising if he was upset or just curious. I grabbed the black beat up tub meant for bussing tables, as I came around out from behind the coffee bar when Sheila took her spot at the register. Hunter followed me to my first table, still waiting for me to reply. I tugged the no longer white towel down from my shoulder and started clearing the mugs.  
 
    I didn’t bother looking up at him. “First of all, how do you know I might not go home?” 
 
    That was the thing about Hunter: He had a way of knowing everything. Even in high school, he knew everyone’s secrets. His smirk agreed.  
 
    “Elizabeth, who else? Your boyfriend has the rest on lock down.” 
 
    Elizabeth. She still drooled when he walked into the room, and now she was sharing secrets that weren’t hers to share. As close as we got, I was still caution. I didn’t need to learn lessons twice except when it came to Hunter and Oliver. They were continuously playing on my easy forgiveness. My mind skipped over reason when he said her name instantly wondering how far their relationship went.  
 
    “What’s going on with you two?” My voice sounded full of judgment and I hated myself instantly for it. We had been walking the dangerous line since Oliver pushed away. Ever since he made up with his dad, we slipped right back into being the us I knew, but the slight jealousy I had over Elizabeth and Hunter never dissolved away. We both let our jealous monsters come out for brief moments, just like I did. He knew I wouldn’t condone more. I was proudly Oliver’s—his enemy. 
 
    He looked at me and his smirk grew into a full-blown cocky smile. “Nothing really. Just some fun.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, moving on to the next table, and he followed me until Kevin yelled his name for the second time to get his coffee. I watched Hunter walk over to the counter, snipping at Kevin for putting his drink in a ceramic mug. 
 
    Kevin was unphased by any type of attitude, “You get a mug when you’re here as long as you are. Save the planet.” His voice was deadpan, and everything he said dripped in sarcasm that was hilarious even though he never laughed.  
 
    Hunter knew when to put on the charm, “Kevin… We’ve been over this. If I get a refill, I’ll let you put it in the same shitty to-go cup. Cool? I’m not giving her more dishes to do.” 
 
    Kevin caved, pouring his coffee in the to-go cup aggressively, just to show how annoyed he was. I laughed, because the cup was already dirty now; either way I would have to wash it. The gesture, along with a tip, was common now. No one else cared I worked here, but Hunter always made sure I knew he was helping to make it a better experience than it really was. Everyone else saw it as a hook up for coffee discounts.  
 
    My four-hour shift moved swiftly as I stocked the products, took out the trash, and washed the dishes, including the mug Hunter refused. My phone vibrated in my apron, as I untied it in front of the time clock. I balanced my phone between my arm and ribs, while I rolled up my apron the same way it was before I used it. I swiped my finger along my phone’s screen unlocking Oliver’s text: Outside. 
 
    He still hadn’t mastered texting. He was a man of few words. He preferred the written word, mainly his journal. I never even attempted to read it; that would only put my own at risk to be read. I waited for the ding of the clock to accept my punch out before I left out the back door. I walked to the front to see him smoking—a habit I couldn’t convince him to break. I would half try, because if I actually tried he’d probably end up smoking more. That was Oliver, whatever you said or wanted, he’d purposely do the opposite. I walked over to him, wrapping my arms around his neck, leaning against him. His hand dropped to my waist, holding me against him. I was thankful for the hours separating us. It made these moments matter even more.  
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    Time was flying by, but I was aware of summer only a month away, which meant another break mounting. We were in a different place now: somewhere past a crush but before the seriousness of commitment. Being in a different, undefined place didn’t mean I was any more comfortable with being apart for months at a time. I wondered if the world was finding balance in my life by taking her away after making up with my dad after nineteen years. No one could have this much good—especially not me. 
 
    It was Friday, which meant she could stay over at my place without me having to convince her. I was spending the week on campus at the Frat just to be close to her. Our free time was now limited to the weekends, due to her worthless job. She was being paid under minimum wage, pretty much their bitch, and Hunter practically moved into the coffee shop. He was a fly I could swat away but never kill. I resented him for being near her when I couldn’t.  
 
    I pushed my hands up from her waist to support her arms around my neck. She wanted to kiss me, but didn’t want to make the first move. I liked watching her squirm, making her wait. I could feel the warmth of her body against mine, as I watched her bite her bottom lip. I finally gave in and offered her some relief as our lips pushed against each other. My hand cupped her face, keeping us innocent in these kisses; otherwise, I’d fuck her right here in the parking lot. She nodded her head slowly, even though I didn’t say anything. She was starting to predict my responses, and less talking was okay with me. 
 
    We got in the car, and my brave new girl smirked at me in a way that meant trouble. I let her stir, like I didn’t notice.  
 
    “Hunter there again?” 
 
    This was the broken record of our relationship. It was something I couldn’t let go. I was waiting for whatever he was there for to happen. He was playing a slow burning game, and I was impatient. I knew she was annoyed every time I asked about it, and I didn’t blame her. It also led to some heated arguments.  
 
    “Of course. He was studying. Is that a problem?” 
 
    I could see her body shake off her previously excited state to make room for her pissed off expression. I didn’t bother to continue to talk. I didn’t even know if I was picking a fight because we hadn’t talked about summer yet or because my hatred of Hunter was still so blinding. This was common now. He was a wedge between us, and neither of us knew how to deal with it. I wanted to ask her to cut him out of her life, but she was a lot more like me than she wanted to admit. That would only make them better friends, just to spite me for telling her what to do. 
 
    We got back to my place after picking up Chinese. She got settled in, moving around effortlessly—charging her phone, putting her bag down, and picking out plates for us. Everything she did was making it easier to ask her to move in next year. I had never wanted to make plans much past a few hours with any other girl, but, with Layla, it was easy to envision a future of happiness. The air was heavy and we were still silently brooding, so I convinced myself I might as well make it worse now.  
 
    “Are you going home for the summer?” 
 
    She looked up at me, even more pissed off. Her eyebrows looked like a cartoon character’s, slanted in towards her nose. Her cheeks flushed a pink that resembled a sunburn on her porcelain skin. She avoided any hints I dropped, like asking if she needed boxes or if she bought a ticket home—all casual in tone so I wouldn’t spook her. But, now it was the end of April, and I no longer had the time to be casual.  
 
    Her hands slammed down on the countertop, still chiseled in her anger. “I don’t know, Oliver. If I can afford the dorm costs, I’ll stay on campus. I’m doing everything I can.” 
 
    I’ve never heard her so direct. She was always keeping her feelings close to the vest, only letting them out when they were too much to keep in. This was a girl who lived with a secret for a year. I know how comfortable she was keeping things to herself. 
 
    “I can help? I could give you a loan or whatever… or you can stay here for the summer.” 
 
    She exhaled, like my presence was enough to annoy her. I stayed stationary, making sure she knew I was serious. I was waiting for the next academic year to ask her to move in, but if I had to pick between losing her again for three months or asking earlier, then the latter won. I only got up to grab a water and invade her space.  
 
    “I don’t want you to help me. I can do it on my own. You have enough going on.” 
 
    I turned around, pressing myself into her back, pushing her hair off of her neck. “I have enough going on?”  
 
    She noticed I was still distant, even months after Hunter appeared, even after my dad held me against my will against his chest, and even after I had to tell my mom he wasn’t cheating. Something a son shouldn’t ever be a part of, yet I was.  
 
    She became still when my fingers touched her skin, and I leaned down to kiss her neck, as I said, “Stop being so stubborn…” 
 
    She turned around to face me, and her eyes were wet. “I’m not being stubborn, Oliver. Something is going on with you, and I can’t just take your help when you need the help.”  
 
    My arms trapped her, pressing against the cold countertop leaning further into her, with our foreheads touching. She noticed more than I gave her credit for. I still wasn’t sober. I was slowly weaning my dosage down each month, but I wasn’t off of anything yet. I calculated it all, committed this time to beating the voices in the back of my mind, predicting the worst-case scenarios: losing people, strains, threats, even self-sabotage all played out in my mind before anything even happened. Those voices devoured the possibilities and always pushed me into my next strong sniff on the other end of the blow. I wasn’t going to falter this time. I was going to stick to kicking this bad habit for her—for the happiness she gave me. 
 
    We both knew she was right, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her. It was too much of a risk if I let her that far in. My thumb wiped away the single tear that fell past her lashes. I whispered into her, foreheads still touching, “Just trust me, okay?” 
 
    She shook her head, and I knew she’d love me through anything, even the unknown. I lifted her up, placing her on the counter and not leaving any space between us. Our mouths finally aligned to kiss. She pulled her shirt off between us, and my hands squeezed her breasts through her purple bra.  
 
    She wasn’t just brave anymore. She wasn’t just wearing colors that she wouldn’t apologize for. She was confident. Her confidence was beautiful, just as beautiful as the shy version I first fell for.  
 
    I whispered between us, “I love you, Layla.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to blurt it out or slow down our need for each other. It came out without permission, unwilling to be caged since the moment I told her. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around my neck long enough for our mouths to open and tongues to tangle. We were both breathing heavily against each other’s lips, not trying to gain control. I pulled away long enough to rip my own shirt off, losing more control.  
 
    I needed her in this devastating way I never needed anyone else. She was the glue holding all my broken pieces together. It was both terrifying and empowering, just like her. She’d be my happy ending or my demise.  
 
    Her chest heaved heavy breaths, and an inpatient moan escaped her lips. I picked her up, legs around my waist, my hands holding her up against me, and her lips against mine again. I walked towards the office, only stopping to let the hallway hold her up against me, leaving enough space for her hands to undo my belt and jeans. Her legs tightened around me again, and I held her up until I made it to the desk—a desk I suddenly wanted to pollute with memories of her, memories of us to keep me anchored to reality when I’d sneak in here to get high. 
 
    Our hungry mouths didn’t let up, even when we tried to pull away from each other enough to continue to undress. I unclipped her bra, as I kissed her shoulders and listened to her breaths become more wild. I trailed kisses down to her nipples, letting my lips clamp down around her, softly sucking. She arched her back into me, making me move with more urgency, as my fingers found the button on her jeans.  
 
    I watched her wrestle them off, as I found my wallet that housed the foil wrapper I needed. I pushed my jeans off, leaving my briefs as the only article of clothing on my body. Her lips tasted like watermelon. I wanted them wrapped around my length, but I was too turned on not to be inside her.  
 
    I was so hard that I was blinded to how hard or soft I was even being with her. I made an effort to always be more gentle with her. She wasn’t some girl I’d just forget about the next day or took my anger out on. She was to be cherished—worshipped. She deserved the best parts of me—the parts of me that would kick my bad habits. 
 
    She opened her legs wide, leaning back on the desk, inviting me inside after her hands slid down my abs that were no longer soft. My fingers pushed her panties to the side slowly, brushing her sensitive parts as I did. I tugged my waistband down, exposing my hard cock and ripping the condom open. She was snug around me, even as I barely eased my length inside her, leaving us both exhaling in relief. 
 
    She withered against the desk, with her hips grinding into me in a way that begged me to stop teasing her. My hands wrapped around her thighs, holding her in place, as I picked up the pace. She clawed at my arms, trying to grasp onto anything she could. Her hands found my arms, and I was mesmerized by her expression. Her mouth fell open, and her eyebrows melted into an anticipation. Both using a good grasp with each other. 
 
    “Please, Oliver…” 
 
    She was coming undone under me. I was addicted to her, to making her feel this close to bliss, even more than the blow hidden in this same room.  
 
    She contoured to every inch of me, and I was coming just as undone as she was. The slap of our skin colliding with each thrust made me aware of how close we both were.  
 
    She whimpered out, “I’m close, Oliver…” 
 
    Hearing my name, soaked in her moan, made it easier to stop holding out any longer. Her nails and hips dug into me more, begging harder. 
 
    “Don’t stop…” 
 
    I pushed into her as deeply as I could, pausing, letting myself fall off the reality cliff into the heaven I knew as Layla. She was warm, tight, and full of the acceptance I always searched for in bad habits. I couldn’t catch my breath, letting my body fall on top of her.  
 
    After I took a moment to regain composure, I pushed the condom off, tossing it in the office trash before I pulled off my boxers. Layla grabbed my hand, pulling me back to her, between my legs.  
 
    “I know your tricks, mister. When you wanna finally talk, I’m here.” 
 
    I kissed her lips, silently thanking her for the support, but my silence told her exactly how I wasn’t ready to share. She searched for her shirt, pulling it over her still hard nipples. She bounced off the desk, pulling up her panties and collecting the rest of her clothes, before leaving the room. I took the moment of privacy to look out the window into my parents room, while I flipped through the pages of my favorite book, exposing my bad habit.  
 
    I saw Richard drinking his scotch in the window, doing what I was: reflecting. My parents were doing better than ever before. My mother’s suspicions turned into my meltdown and my father’s cracks in his stone. Both contributed to their united front now. Even with their lows, I still admired the years under their belt and inability to give up. I wanted what they had. Layla and I were almost to the finish line of one year, if we could just make it through this summer. 
 
    After one half bump, I closed the book, completing my daily half dose. I forced myself to be sober all day until now. I had papers to grade, two papers to write, and an internship to choose for the summer. I kissed her cheek, breezing by the kitchen and the food we picked up, to instead shower off her scent that covered me. I wanted to live in it, but I forced the distance after just getting high. I was convinced she’d see through me, and my secret would be out. 
 
    My phone buzzed against the counter in the bathroom. I unlocked it to read a message from a number I didn’t have saved as a contact; it was from a slew of numbers I didn’t recognize: Come clean to Layla before summer break.  
 
    That’s all the message said—direct and to the point. There was no room for interpretation. I didn’t flinch or feel any less relaxed than I was. I was freshly out of a hot shower and just getting my balance back after fucking Layla on my desk. An empty threat text wasn’t going to ruin this high. 
 
    I texted back a confident response: About what?  
 
    Suddenly, my curiosity was piqued as to what I needed to come clean about, when I knew I had secrets. What this person knew was the mystery I was focused on.  
 
    I didn’t even have time to lock and put my phone down before my phone buzzed again with a reply of just snowflake emojis to represent blow. I became stiff all over. Someone knew, and I didn’t know who it could be, besides Hunter. The cool air against my moist body turn to steam—angry, violent steam. I didn’t respond or egg them on like I wanted to. I simply locked my phone before slamming it down. I was stuck in this place of not being able to do a damn thing about it. I had no idea what dorm he was in; otherwise, I’d find him and shut him up from threatening me.  
 
    The rest of the night my mind drifted to ways I’d hurt him. Just hearing him saying her name in my mind was enough to push me over the edge into the black parts of my mind, where I’d lose control—the parts of me that was unapologetic, cruel, unaccepting of happiness, and willing to burn it all down for one thrill. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we went to the coffee shop, meeting everyone else there, like routine. I used to hate routines and expectations, defying them all at once, with pleasure. People pushed me into a box of “misbehaved”, “rude”, and “violent” for longer than I could remember. I made breaking the rules my favorite bad habit, bred out of stereotypes. 
 
    We were the last ones to show up. Hunter was sitting in the worn-out chair I claimed as mine, and I was ignited in one glance. Layla tugged my hand towards her, trying to make it to the line to order. I stood there, still just staring at his smug face, pretending he didn’t notice we were here.  
 
    I gave in, letting Layla’s strength outweigh my own. I put my arm around her and ordered my usual, still contemplating breaking him one more time. I stewed in the anger as I waited for my coffee. As soon as we sat down with everyone, Elizabeth jumped into her planning and plotting mode, asking our opinion on a thousand details for the end of the year party in two weeks. I watched Layla feed off her excitement, and she recruited Maddison in the mix. I texted Caden, even though he was only a few seats away, but what I had to say needed to stay private. He looked down at his phone, instantly shooting up at the screen cap I sent him. I knew it was safe to send it to him in a group setting; he was too calculating and protective of our group to say anything out loud.  
 
    He stood there, gaining everyone’s eyes, when he forced his anger to dissolve, and he laughed. His charm covering it all up automatically, without effort. “Ollie, a word? Outside.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me, judging what I did to merit the authoritative tone summoning me outside. I couldn’t just tell everyone what he’d just learned: that I wasn’t sober, and someone was threatening me with that same information. I needed someone to tell, and Caden was without a doubt the person I trusted most, behind Layla. I got up, telling Layla I’d be back, and walked off, making slanted eyes at Hunter in a warning shot.  
 
    As soon as we stepped outside, Caden manhandled me behind my back, throwing me against the brick. He shouted in the inches separating our faces, “Are you fucking serious?!”  
 
    I’m sure that’s all he could think of this quickly; our spot out the back door wasn’t a long walk.  
 
    “That’s not the point…” My dry, flat tone didn’t amuse him. He pushed me further into the brick, before he backed away, trying not to hurt me any further. I didn’t blame him. I was disappointing everyone constantly with my bad habits, and everyone was at the end of their ropes with forgiving me. I was watching the whole rope fray to nothing with Caden.  
 
    He continued to shout: “We forgive everything you do, because you’re this fragile fucking dove with a broken wing! I’m fucking done, Ollie! I’m not watching you do this again. Wasn’t it a wakeup call when I outed you? What happened to getting sober your way?” 
 
    I pulled out a cigarette, letting it hang from my lips, while I pulled out my lighter. I took all he said because I deserved it, every painful word.  
 
    “I am getting off that shit. I’m doing less and less every damn day, my way. This isn’t about my sobriety, Caden. It’s about who’s sending me texts threatening Layla.” 
 
    Caden stopped pacing to push me again, and my shoulder blades bounced against the brick. I exhaled smoke, waiting for him to reply.  
 
    “Your way doesn’t work, Ollie. You’re a fucking addict! Maybe her knowing will finally set you straight.”  
 
    I pulled the cigarette from my mouth again, making sure he had my full attention and saw every detail of my expression. I was ready to fight anyone with that opinion. “She’s not knowing. Period. I’ll be sober again soon.” 
 
    His eyes were wide, looking at me like I spoke German and he was trying to decode it. “Do you even hear yourself?!” 
 
    “Caden, shut the fuck up! Someone is fucking with me, which means someone is fucking with this group. Do you think anyone’s secrets are safe if someone knows that?” 
 
    He dropped his head, thinking beyond learning of my lack of sobriety this time. “Okay, okay. Who do you think it is?”  
 
    I took an inhale from my cigarette before he ripped it from my fingers. I told him exactly who I knew it was, and Caden didn’t disagree. Neither of us had his number to compare. We stood outside, contemplating his motives and reasons for being here in the first place.  
 
    Before we went back inside, Caden pushed his hand against my chest.  
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid. Let me figure this out first.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, propped against the hallway wall, unamused with his warning altogether. Layla looked worried when I sat back down next to her, but I assured her with a simple shake of my head. I zoned out all the conversations I didn’t care about. That was what I normally did in this group. Unless someone spoke to me directly, I stayed quiet and in my head. 
 
    I watched Hunter like a hawk, waiting for any excuse to react badly, like I always did—destructively. 
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    I hated waking up and even more so knowing Oliver never came to bed. His side was completely untouched, and the room felt emptier. I wished he would have messed up his pillow or untucked his blankets—a white lie I’d overlook if it convinced me he slept next to me even for an hour. 
 
    I stayed with him all this week—the last week of the academic school year. Staying with him made it easy to be aware of how he never slept next to me. Each morning, I found him passed out in the armchair in the office, almost peaceful looking. I hated waking him up, so I never did. I came to terms with being late if it meant letting him sleep, which he desperately needed to. The insomnia wasn’t a joke. He would be up well past three in the morning most nights. I never knew what kept him up: the future or the past. 
 
    I sat at the island with my coffee, patiently waiting for him to wake. I still couldn’t afford the steep summer dorm cost, and I planned to take him up on his offer to stay with him just to avoid going home. I planned to tell him tonight at the bonfire after last classes. Keeping this a secret, really a surprise, didn’t seem like a good idea.  
 
    Oliver had been the same amount of distant and silent as before. The only difference was his growing hate for Hunter. He even made the outrageous demand for me to cut him out of my life, even after our budding friendship. The demand made me feel trapped and controlled, like the old version of me. The suggestion alone irritated the confidence I grew.  
 
    I kept telling him to leave it alone. He asked me, out of respect, to keep our friendship separate, so I did, for months, until he lifted the ban on Hunter. I gave him respect that he wasn’t paying back in full now.  
 
    Maddison FaceTimed me as I walked back upstairs to change. We started Facetiming every morning as we got ready for classes. She was stunned I was still in my pink satin robe and not in a panic at being late. 
 
    “You feeling okay? You know we have class in like an hour. In Layla time, that’s like fifteen minutes.” 
 
    We both laughed at her mocking my need to be early for everything. I told her I was at Oliver’s, and he was asleep still, basically thirty minutes from campus, stranded. I made sure not to complain, even though I was internally malfunctioning at missing the last day of classes. 
 
    She groaned before saying, “Get dressed. I’ll be there in ten.” 
 
    I knew she lived close, but that was very close. I got dressed so quickly I felt dizzy making sure I had enough time to leave a note. I scrawled: Maddison picked me up. See you at the bonfire! Don’t forget I’m getting ready at Hayley’s. Love, L  
 
    I propped it against an orange for him, even though his breakfast only ever contained cigarettes and coffee.  
 
    Campus was buzzing more than usual. Summer would be here in less than eight hours, and everyone was anticipating each minute getting them closer. Even I had a pep in my step that I didn’t have before. I only had two classes today; if students took exams last week, which I did for several classes, it wasn’t required to attend this week. Leaving a few classes I had to attend all day instead of a full schedule. 
 
    Maddison and I had math together first thing. Hunter transferred in a few months ago when someone dropped the class and created an available spot. He was distracting and obnoxious. If he passed the exam he wouldn’t have to take the class next year. He was always kicking his feet up and making sure everyone around him knew just how uninterested he was in everything. I wished he would have dropped this act after high school, but I knew deep down this was him.  
 
    All the faults, entirely him, no apologies. 
 
    After class, Maddison walked with me to my next one, since it was her only class of the day, and Hunter trailed behind us, listening to our excitement for the bonfire. These fires were only twice a year, to mark both the beginning and the end, making them special. Bookmarks for all the memories.  
 
    Elizabeth was putting a lot of work into this party. You could tell she was mid realization that they were halfway through college and feeling nostalgic over the two years under her belt. Nostalgia was infectious. It made me reminisce over everything up until this point.  
 
    The rest of the day was cloudy with memories of high school, of this year, and what the future could even be. I had completed my freshman year with A’s, gained more experiences than I could dream, gave my virginity away after it was taken, fell in love, stopped holding on so tightly to my secrets, and met people I would call my tribe for hopefully forever. There was duel overwhelming feelings of accomplishment and disbelief.  
 
    Time flew and yet we moved on—dreaming while awake. 
 
    I walked out of my last class, stuck in the same haze. The humidity only got stronger as the day went on. I regretted my oversized sweater now, only wearing a small white tank underneath when the morning chill felt unbearable. I was hoping I’d get use to the up-and-down weather of New England eventually. It was taunting every choice of clothing I made.  
 
    I heard quick, fast steps behind me and slid to one side of the sidewalk, thinking someone was jogging. I turned around and saw Hunter’s lanky body at a pace of urgency I never saw before. It almost made me laugh, since he always skipped gym in high school.  
 
    “Hey, I wanted to talk to you before the party tonight…” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow at him, waiting for more to come out of his mouth. He looked around, surveying who was listening when no one was.  
 
    “It’s about Oliver.” 
 
    I sighed, waiting for this moment to finally come. I had been waiting for the shoe to drop since he arrived on campus. Hunter never stopped plotting or planning; it was the one part of him I admired—his willingness to stick to the long game if it meant getting what he wanted. I was just scared that what he wanted was… me. I nodded my head slowly in a silent proceed plead. 
 
    “How well do you know about his past, Layla?”  
 
    “Spare me the dramatics, Hunter. Just get to your point.” 
 
    He stood in front of me with the coffee shop in the distance. He wanted to stop before we got there. He wanted privacy. I folded my arms, not completely willing to hear whatever he had to say.  
 
    “Jade. She’s— They—” 
 
    He kept cutting himself off like he couldn’t bring himself to say any of it, which meant I really wasn’t going to want to hear this, but I probably should.  
 
    “Spit it out, Hunter!” 
 
    “She never had an abortion, Layla.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell you what part of my body felt like it suddenly dropped to the sidewalk first. I looked down, but all of me was still attached. 
 
    I couldn’t even begin to describe how dry my mouth was when I tried to swallow.  
 
    I couldn’t describe the sound of cracking, like his confession broke a part of my soul, that would become as unfixable as my friends.  
 
    I stopped worrying about Jade, Elizabeth, or any women of his past. The worry fell away in the night, unseen even by me.  
 
    I stayed silent as my hands looked to clutch anything around me to hold me from crumbling into nothing when Hunter pulled me up and into his chest. I didn’t cry even though I wanted to. I wondered if this was why Oliver had been distant. Did he know? Was he trying to make it work or be a dad? There were too many questions and not enough answers. The weight of those questions weren’t crushing me, but my hope, my heart…  
 
    Hunter clutched onto me, like I’d blow away. I could feel his remorse in telling me. This was Hunter. I’m sure he could feign remorse if the moment called for it.  
 
    I choked out, “Does he know?”  
 
    Hunter smoothed down my hair, shaking his head above mine. I couldn’t see him with my face against his t-shirt, and he realized that when he repeated his answer verbally: “I don’t know. Maybe? Jade told me last week. We did a pickup in the park, and I made some stupid joke about mommies being skeptical of us with all the kids around. She pointed at a mini fucking Oliver: Arsen.” 
 
    I repeated the name in my head a few times. If he was going to have a child with his psycho ex, that would be on the list of approved names.  
 
    Arsen. 
 
    My craving for answers made me stand on my own, pushing myself away from Hunter’s warm body. I sucked up my tears and wiped away the trails they left behind with my sleeve. I let my hand fish around my bag for my phone, hoping it was a quick search party. I felt like a bus had pushed through my body and left me in the road for someone else to find. The haze I felt before was stronger and poisonous this time. 
 
    Everything felt like a motion I was forced to go through, when I texted Elizabeth: I’m gonna get ready at my dorm, but I’ll meet you guys there.  
 
    I couldn’t face anyone right now. Just under the girl’s gaze I could see myself crumbling into rubble.  
 
    I looked up at Hunter, with my eyes threatening to trail more tears, just thinking of the ways this would create a new future. Would he try with her for their child? Would he go off the deep end, finally? Or was all this space between us because he already knew? In any case, Jade was responsible for altering the future I built in my head—the future I wanted with Oliver. Now, our future would involve Jade, and I didn’t know how I would fit. 
 
    “Can you walk me back to my dorm?” 
 
    He tried to take my bag, but it was the only thing weighing me to reality right now, keeping me from floating away. I just wanted the silent company, people would love at his sharp features instead of me.  
 
    I didn’t know what I was going to do…  
 
    Part of me just wanted to collect all the pieces of myself, while I could still put them back together again, but the other part of me wanted honest answers so badly that I was willing to fall farther to a new level of madness just to get them.  
 
    I was somewhere between the choices and refusing to pick one.  
 
    I fell asleep crying against Hunter exactly the same way I did over break. His shirt wet where my face pressed into his chest. He felt safe even though every part of me wondered if he told me for me or to destroy Oliver, finally. I woke up dazed, unsure of how long I slept or if it was a bad dream altogether. I hoped it was some kind of insecure manifestation and not my new reality.  
 
    His arms were still around me when he whispered into my hair. “You were only out two hours.” 
 
    I shifted still avoided eye contact otherwise I felt like I was breaking under the judgement of still loving Oliver. Even if this was true, if he knew or didn't, the love I had was unaltered.  
 
    “Did you tell me because it's part of your plan?” 
 
    He pushed himself to sit up, I'm sure the arm I slept on was asleep this whole time. He pushed his head against the headboard like it was painful to answer me. 
 
    “Both. I wanted to hurt him, but I didn't ask Jade to tell me and I didn't wanna hurt you.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    I sat up reaching for my water like all the liquid in my body drained from crying. I felt dry all over.  
 
    “You deserved to know, Layla. That changes things. Are you ready to be a stepmom? Or even date someone with a kid?”  
 
    The truth of his questions were too much. I felt dizzy and out of breath. I just got comfortable with who I was never mind trying to be something new, something else. I could barely handle being me right now. I sat up trying to swallow back the saliva that taunted me to throw up, all the feelings and tremors wrecking my body.  
 
    I swallowed instead, all of it down like a harsh pill of reality. The kind of reality that caged me for eighteen years. The kind of cage that forced who you are to the back of your head and pushed forward this fragmented version yourself you buried in the past. It was primal to revert back to the scared, timid version when pain vibrates through you. No, not pain, but whatever kills hopes and dreams. That's what was truly targeted. All my hopes of forever with Oliver, like some lovesick teenager ready to make someone my last boyfriend at the tender age of eighteen. 
 
    He touched my back, “Do you wanna skip the party?” 
 
    That was the last thing I wanted. I wanted to face Oliver to find out if he knew or not. I contemplated how someone could not know…  
 
    Wouldn't he have sought out the outcome after he had gotten out of rehab?  
 
    Who doesn't follow through on if you have a child or not?  
 
    Did he want this child? 
 
    I forced myself up, peeling my clothes off and leaving a trail to the shower, where I planned to spend an hour decompressing this news under scolding hot water. Hunter sat up, either concerned or curious if it was an invitation to join. It wasn't. Sheer devastation was driving me. I forgot he was even there.  
 
    I put myself directly under the water pressure, trying to imagine a life where Jade was tied to me forever and Oliver was a dad at nineteen. It was hard to picture, uncomfortable even. I didn't know where I fit or how I would help him raise a child spawned from Jade herself—a girl so devious she gave Hunter a run for his money—the same girl who left Oliver having a convulsion on the bedroom floor and not returning until more than a year later.  
 
    The timing of it all sent me in a spin that my head couldn't keep up with.  
 
    Jade was practically surgically removed, until the morning she barreled back into his life with one phone call. He and I had finally stopped avoiding what drew us together. I wondered for a brief moment if him choosing me was what propelled her back, when a child clearly wasn't enough of a reason before.  
 
    I had no idea how long I was in the shower for or how I found myself putting on my favorite ripped jeans, a black tank, and an oversized hoodie to cover it all up. I was hiding in plain sight. I piled my wet golden hair into a top knot, still going through the motions. I didn't even remember getting into Hunter’s car, until my words came up like vomit to my reflection in his window.  
 
    “I was supposed to be surprising him tonight. He asked me to stay with him for the summer. Guess he'll still be surprised, just by something else.” 
 
    Hunter’s large hand squeezed my leg gently, like it would somehow squeeze all the ache from me. Regrettably, it didn't. I felt the dull ache all over, keeping me aware that my heart was still beating heavily in my own chest. I kept the tears back, only letting them drown my eyes, but never drain.  
 
    He opened the door wide, and it was then that I knew we were here, even though the car stopped moving awhile back.  
 
    It felt like mistake being here. I felt like I didn't belong. I felt like that freshman walking the same path lined with candles to a fire I saw in the distance. I stopped walking and grabbed Hunter’s jacket when I saw all the sinners by the fire laughing. I scanned the shadows for Oliver, but there was no sign of him yet. He was late, just like the night he pushed me against a tree and made sure I knew exactly how irritating I was to him.  
 
    Hunter took a step forward, and I released my grip beelining-it to the table of liquid courage I was going to depend on to dull the ache. I didn't care how dangerous or toxic it was to medicate how I felt, as long as it lifted the weight I was under.  
 
    Hunter grabbed a beer, clearly babysitting me. 
 
    “I don't need a babysitter.” 
 
    He watched my hand pour a hefty amount of vodka into the cranberry juice. He disputed what I just said, “Looks like you do. Take it easy. You're gonna wanna be sober when you talk to him.” 
 
    “Who says I'm gonna talk to him at all?” 
 
    I chugged the contents against my better judgment and logic. I was going to act my age tonight. I was relinquishing responsibility to the ache. 
 
    “I know you. You're Layla. You'll get your answers.” 
 
    “Why does everyone make ‘answers’ out to be a bad thing?! I'm so sorry I want to know where people stand and the truth even if it sucks, so I can choose to keep getting hurt or not!” 
 
    I watched Oliver glide in, like the respected authority he was, just like the first night I was here. Everyone had stared at him, hoping to be one of the lucky few he greeted. I walked over to the group, pretending to be brave. 
 
    Was I ever really brave? 
 
    I stood there forcing myself to at least wear a blank expression, instead of the one I wore since this afternoon of shock… disappointment… mourning.  
 
    Oliver stopped greeting people around us when he finally saw me. All his focus was on me, until his lips crashed against mine. He pulled away enough to let himself smile before he realized Hunter’s gaze was sharp enough to cut.  
 
    “Problem with me kissing my girl?” 
 
    I looked down, crumbling in the face of what should have been my own bravery—bravery I had worked on perfecting all year—bravery as fragile as lace, apparently. 
 
    Hunter stood up straighter, invading more of my space. “With you, always.” 
 
    Oliver laughed, slapping his arm with a flat palm. “It's a party, find someone else to crush on and make enemies with.” 
 
    I watched this moment transpire right next to me. I watched Hunter’s balled up fists threaten to do more than exchange verbal jabs. The threat of more pain sparked something in me to form words. Now. That was the thing about being brave; it picked when to not be invisible.  
 
    I barely got out the words. My voice small and fragile. “I know your secret, Oliver.” 
 
    Oliver’s head turned from Hunter to me so quickly I thought I would see his neck break. Without looking, I knew all of the sinners were paying attention now. He leaned into me, like I accused him of something as vile as I had marked Hunter with. The snarl that crossed his face proved this was a secret I shouldn't know.  
 
    “What did you say…?” 
 
    I repeated myself, this time louder. No one moved or spoke for what seemed like too long. We were all stunned, all assuming the worst, and all waiting for the verdict.  
 
    His eyebrows still pulled down and dominated any emotion that would shine through. He looked around at his friends before he snipped into my face. “Keep it down.” 
 
    Hunter was the only one not invested in his rebuttals or how he'd defend himself. He drank his beer carefully, and nothing triggered Oliver more than his blithe attitude. His hand clutched Hunter’s hoodie, shifting him like a ragdoll. Their faces were close together, but Hunter simply turned his head to allow his lips to drink from the glass opening of the bottle—mocking Oliver, just like he mocked anyone who picked a fight with him.  
 
    That's what Oliver didn't learn about his enemy, Hunter. He was too blinded by jealously and anger to see that Hunter lived for the pain. He invited the pain in with open arms.  
 
    He made his point. No matter how much more effort it took. Oliver was short of foaming at the mouth and focused on the wrong person.  
 
    I forced myself to stay anyways, fully knowing this wasn’t going to lead to a good solution.  
 
    “You fucking told her? You waited all this time to tell her now?” 
 
    All this time. 
 
    I heard him correctly. Hunter just found out, so what did he mean by that.  
 
    Aspen of all people seemed to react the same way I did, and in the process, he cut me off before my thoughts fully formed sentences. “Maybe it's good it's out in the open now, bro.” 
 
    Oliver pushed Hunter out of his grip, zoning in on Aspen now. I thought he was going to fight him, when all I could see in his stormy eyes was the reflection of the flames of the fire. “You think it's great my girlfriend knows I'm not off the blow? Hey, maybe we'll even be friends with rapists too.” 
 
    I leaned in trying to replay his words.  
 
    Blow. 
 
    Not off. 
 
    Not off the blow. 
 
    Aspen stood his ground, representing a justice no one asked for. Aspen told him then that he was the one who had texted him to come clean, all mysterious-like, in the hopes it would go unjudged.  
 
    “I knew once you told her you'd feel accountable. Just like we learned in the program. You knew she deserved to know if you couldn't get it under control.”  
 
    Caden drove himself between them. He knew Oliver too well to let him make his next move. Caden held him back from destroying one of their best friends, the same way he wanted to destroy Hunter. 
 
    My head felt like it was going to explode. We were talking about two different secrets. The weight on my chest grew, and I couldn't breathe in the way I needed to under the unraveling of the second. My lungs took short, fast breaths to make up for it, only making it worse. My eyes were flooded, and I bit my cheek so hard I tasted blood just to keep the tears from falling.  
 
    He turned towards me, eyes closed tightly, like he wished me away from this… out of range… someone who hadn’t heard any of this. I wished that too. He opened his eyes, with me still exactly where he left me. Taking my hands in his tightly, he kissed my palms, like it made up for some of this.  
 
    He started explaining my leaving for the holidays prompted him to fall off a year wagon and his plan to wean himself off before summer. My face melted into a catatonic form, emotionless and stale, as took in another truth I didn't prepare myself for.  
 
    My voice shook as I rattled out my words. “I was talking about Jade. She had your child.”  
 
    Time seemed to stop then. Everyone looked at me, stunned, like no one had heard a single word said before my news. Each one of the sinners reacted in their own way. Their flaws defined how they each felt, as the news sank in, and they began to understand that everything was about to change. 
 
    I reverted right back to my innocence in the face of uncertainty.  
 
    Caden, in adulation of having that same news one day—fathering, protecting, and loving more than his group of friends. 
 
    Aspen, getting the justice he always honored when he stayed anonymous and revealed the truth. 
 
    Elizabeth, the ultimate influence in showing Oliver exactly who he was and driving him to Jade.  
 
    Hayley, inspired by the turn of events, her eyes glittered, soaking up the emotions to turn into art. 
 
    Hunter, peaceful, knowing he corrupted the person he wanted to, winning even, and destroying Oliver. Regardless of whether or not it had been his plan all along… it brought us all to our knees.  
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