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    To my wonderful Zachary, who keeps me well caffeinated in the long hours of the night. 
 
    
      
 
    
    Our love is timeless and weird. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    There are all kinds of love in this world, but never the same love twice. 
 
      
 
    —F. Scott Fitzgerald 
 
      
 
    We’re all a little weird. And life is a little weird. And when we find someone whose weirdness is compatible with ours, we join up with them and fall into mutually satisfying weirdness – and call it love – true love. 
 
      
 
    —Robert Fulghum 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    You’d think I’d be a little more excited to start high school, but no. That wasn’t the case. Not even close. The thing is I already started high school once before, at a totally different school. I wasn’t a drop-out or got held back, or did some awful thing to make that happen. My old high school, Preston Preparatory Academy, was closed down over the summer due to funding issues. Our shrinking town couldn’t handle two schools. There just weren’t enough students or enough budget. And so, my family, and a dozen others or so others had two choices; either drive nearly forty-five minutes to the next town or take a quick ride to our local public school, Miller High. You can guess which one most of our parents decided on; my parents included. 
 
    Summer break was over, but summer itself still hadn’t quite said good-bye yet. The mountains around our sleepy town of Millers Hollow were still lush and swelled over the mountain like a wave that ended at the shores of a lake cleverly named, you guessed it, Millers Lake. In the fall the trees turned all shades of colours, but in the summer, it was just hot and humid and green. And the mosquitos, can’t forget those. 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be that bad, sweetie. The school had great ratings five years ago, or so,” my mom was saying as I gazed out the window. I roll my eyes, “Five years ago? Wow, it feels so special now,” I said. 
 
    Mom ignored me. According to my mom, this used to be a pretty good school. I mean, it looked okay as far as most schools go, I guess. It was big and made of the typical red brick. A flag pole stood on a small grassy hill surrounded by a road for the buses and cars to pull around, and a large lawn stretched out from the building to the road. Groups of kids lounged all across it or hung out beneath the shade of a few trees that were still heavy with summer leaves. 
 
    I didn’t know any of my new classmates though there were a few neighbourhood kids I knew just from being out and about so that might be cool. Maybe. But all the teachers would be different from the ones I’m used to, and I had always heard that public school teachers were hapless romantics who didn’t give two shits about their students; not at all what I was used to. At my old school, the teachers were like part of my family. I cried when I had to say goodbye to Mrs Vaun, my Art teacher and Mr Chism, the Biology Professor. With a sigh, I take one last look at myself in the car mirror, check my makeup, and open the door. Hopefully, things won’t be all doom and gloom. My cousin, Katherine Henderson, attends this school and she tells me that public schools have a bigger cafeteria, football games with pep-rallies, which are basically just parties at school, and who could forget the most important of thing of all? Boys. Lots of boys. The possibility of finding a boyfriend? Now that’s at the top of my list. 
 
    My mom says that boys are not important, that I need to focus on my academics but, first? I have an excellent GPA. And second? I want to just finally have the high school experience, including a boyfriend, just like every teen movie I’ve ever watched. At my old school, I’d known most of the guys since sixth grade, and they were more like brothers than anything. 
 
    I step out onto the hot pavement at the edge of the school lawn; today, my mom and I are carpooling with my aunt and cousin. Kathy is a senior, so she promised to give me a detailed outline of the school and a rundown of the good, the bad, and the ugly as well as showing me where my classes where. Which I’m grateful for because this place is enormous considering how many students actually go here. With a population of around three thousand people, we have only around eleven hundred students between Preschool to Twelfth grade if you don’t count the students at the community college. 
 
      
 
    As I walk into the school, I could feel all eyes are on me. I pick up the pace. I’m glad I came to the school during the summer to get familiar with my classrooms; if not I’d be a mess wondering around the halls, but even then, I still have my cousin show me which way to go, the rooms all look the same. After a quick walk and a few turns, I arrive at the classroom for the first period, math class. I hate math with my very soul. It’s not a subject I’ve ever exceeded in. I started getting tutored back when I was in ninth grade. By an extremely handsome young man, I might add. It’s because of him that I was able to maintain my good grades. He made learning fun, plus he was nice to look at. And, sometimes I swore he was casting glances my way as well. 
 
    As I walk into the classroom, I’m greeted by several smiling faces that I don’t know. Many of them and are gawking at me as I walk in. None of them seems overly hostile, just more curious really. Some of them have seen me around town but have never met me so I guess it’s only natural they would be curious. I begin to imagine what they think of me, either private school snob or creepy home-school kid. A few manage a wave, only one scowl. So far, so good. I see a hand furiously waving at me from the back of the class, and I grin. No mistaking that long blonde hair and bright green eyes, “July!”  Thank the heavens, I’m not alone! I take a seat next to July, she was one of the few kids I’d kept in contact with after elementary school. We didn’t get together often, but often enough that we were both comfortable with each other. 
 
    “My, look at all these new and bright young students,” says a feminine voice coming through the door that startles us all into silence. “I hope you all like math because you guys and gals and non-identifying peoples are in for a hell of a treat. So, buckle up, for numbers are coming your way.” A short, dark-haired woman with a bit too much meat on her walks into the room. Her heels click against the tile floor as she bustles across the room, her arms are full of books and some xeroxed papers. She’s got strange attire for sure. She is literally dressed all in black complete with black stockings, a black knee-length button-up dress with a Wednesday Adams style colour. Her equally dark hair is up in a tight bun high on the back of her head, and her black glasses rest halfway down her pointed nose. She looks like she’s going to a funeral and I wonder if maybe she’s in mourning. It’s better I not think about it, or bring it up, just in case. 
 
      
 
    Class continues on pretty normal, or as normal as this weird ass math class can get. Our teacher, Mrs Marybeth, is totally insane. She has this bizarre theory that the Earth is flat and that gravity doesn’t actually exist, and that we’ve been fooled our whole lives. I don’t know where she got that idea from, but I am sure as hell not going to listen to it. 
 
    Once the bell rings, we all file out of the classroom, “So how was your summer Vidya?” July asks me as we make our way to the second period. We’ve got History class next. I’m actually glad that July’s making light conversation with me and not asking me about my old school. When I graduated from elementary school, and all my friends found out I was going to a private K-12 school supported by the Ivy League, they were thrown back. That’s when the rumours started about the rich bitch across all the major social media outlets I followed. My face was everywhere, and I didn’t even know half of the people that were posting shit about me. But what people don’t know is that I was given a partial scholarship to attend, so it didn’t even cost that much to participate in. Plus, I shouldn’t have to explain my life to everyone else. So, let them believe what they want. 
 
    “Really good Jay, I went to Walt Disney World,” I say, smiling. 
 
    “Awesome! I bet that was amazing. Did you go on any of the rollercoasters? I hear they’re wild,” she asks. I nod. 
 
    “I did, what about you, how’d you pass your summer?” I ask genuinely interested. July got along with everyone. She just the type of person that everyone seemed to like. She’s not afraid of speaking her mind when there are things that bother her. She’s pro-feminist, pro-LGBTQ, and advocated openly when her older brother came out of the closet as non-binary transgender. I had mad respect for that. And she’s always in the mood for trying new things. 
 
    “Not so bad, I didn’t get to travel like you did. But my family rented a villa off the coast, and we stayed there for a few days. I was great! Such incredible sights. I never wanted to leave,” she says beaming, throwing an arm dramatically across her forehead as she flipped through her phone images and showed me some pictures she had taken. It really was gorgeous. 
 
    “Who could blame you? Everyone deserves an escape every now and then,” 
 
    “True,” we walk into our next class, and I’m immediately caught off guard. The room smells like old socks, and I make a face. Also, our Professor is standing in the room as he throws his arms around speaking with bravado. Apparently, our professor is either talking to himself, or he’s giving a monologue on a Shakespearean level. July and I stand in the door frame, clutching the straps of our backpacks, and listen. 
 
    “Oh, infinite universe, hear me. I am all alone on this planet,” he intones. He is facing towards the large but dusty windows, the blinds filter the light in zebra stripe shadows across the desks, “I know no one and no one knows me. For I am empty and alone,” he sounds remorseful and drops his head, a hand clutches his chest over his heart. “I do not know what to do!” he yells and falls to his knees. Not a single student has taken a seat; we are all standing in a growing crowd near the door. What are we supposed to do? This poor man is clearly not right in the mind. As if he could hear my thoughts, he suddenly looks up. Stands. Bows to us with a flourish and waves towards the seats. He says, “Students enter, please take a seat,” We all hesitate for a moment, someone coughs “Psycho,” but I can’t see who it was. “Do not be afraid,” he paces towards the door and directs all of us into the classroom as he continues to introduce himself, 
 
    “I am Mr Summerfield, and I will be your History professor for the academic year, I also volunteer with the Drama club if anyone is interested?” I honestly don’t know what to think of this man. He already gives me the creeps. 
 
      
 
    Lunchtime arrives sooner than I expected. I stand by myself, with a tray of food and look around the room. I can already see a few of the new freshman being picked on and while I’m no freshman, I’m already in my Junior year, I’m still the new kid which makes me fair game. Especially given my history as a rich bitch. I may have the protection thanks to my cousin, but I have zero clues where the hell she is right now, and a few seniors are already casting glances my way. One of them points at me, and as he gets up from his table, I decide it’s better not to eat into the cafeteria. I may not like it, but it’s the tradition to haze the new kids no matter what year they were in. Even at the private school, I attended, it was common practice, though usually harmless it was still embarrassing as hell. 
 
    I walk into the gym and look around. There seem to be none of my classmates here, so I take a seat at one of the bleachers, sitting sideways I cross my legs and set my tray down in front of me. I’m about to take a bite of my cheeseburger when a voice interrupts my meal, perfect timing, of course. 
 
    “Vidya right?” I look up and see a girl wearing a bright black and red flower print shirt paired with denim shorts and red sneakers. Her brown, curly hair hangs around her shoulders, I immediately recognise her from my History classroom. 
 
    “Yes, and you are?” I say, suspicious of her motivation for approaching me. 
 
    “Angela,” she says as she sits down across from me, “It’s nice to meet you,” she seems genuine, so I decided to take a risk and open up with some small talk. It couldn’t hurt to try to make some more friends. The quicker you could blend in with others, the less likely you were to be targeted by the seniors or bullies. Something I desperately didn’t want to have to worry about. 
 
    “You too, so what have you thought about our teachers so far?” I ask. 
 
    “They’re not so bad, except for Mr Summerfield. That dude is crazy as fuck,” 
 
    I laugh. She seemed so sweet that I didn’t expect her to curse like that. I nod, take a sip of my drink, and say, “Tell me about it, he definitely creeps me out—” 
 
    An arm is draped over my shoulder, cutting me off, “Who? Summerfield? Yeah, he’s like a crayon. As in he likes to get his cray cray on,” I look at the owner of the offending arm and break into a smile. It’s my old friend Gabriel along with some other guy whom I don’t recognise. 
 
    “Gabe,” I breathe, genuinely surprised to see him, “You never told me you go here!” I say before he gives me a huge bear hug. 
 
    “I was keeping it as a surprise,” he says and winks at me. I punch in on the arm. “Ouch!” he says with mock hurt on his face. He rubs his shoulder and pretends to cry before hugging me again. He smells nice. 
 
    “You should have told me!” I reproach, “You’ve no idea how nervous I’ve been here. Everyone keeps staring. Sorry, Angela. I mean, most people keep staring at me,” I say. Angela shrugs, “No worries,” 
 
    “Next time Vee,” Gabe says and messes my hair all up, “This is Bradley Davis by the way,” he addressed the guy next to him. “Bradley Davis, this is my good friend Vidya Fletcher.” 
 
    “Hello my Lady,” he says, taking my hand, and lightly presses a kiss onto the top of it followed up with a wink. Angela giggles. I grin, and my ears grow warm. Interesting. What an odd, yet sweet gesture. Either he was trying to play his cards right or he’d clearly been in Mr Summerfields’ class before. But still, this guy just might make my potential boyfriend list. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    We’re two weeks already into the school year, and it’s not so bad. A few class headaches here and there, but nothing to die over. I’ve been hanging out a lot with Angela, Gabriel, and Bradley since the first few days of class. I hang out with July every now and then and with a few other classmates. But I try to avoid her during lunch, since she hangs out with a lot with her other friends and one of them I, to put it simply, can’t stand to be around. Kassidy Olsen was her name. Many years ago, she had become my middle-school bully, and it was just my fucking luck that she followed me here to Miller High. I wouldn’t say she was a bully, more like a stuck-up bitch that made my life hell. That sums it up better. She had this magical ability to instantly know which buttons to push to drive you insane, and she made damn sure to push them as often as possible. 
 
    I sat at my usual spot on the bleachers, waiting for Angela and crew when Amanda Rhymes walks into my view. She was a real smart ass. I thought I was pretty quick but she was a certified genius; literally, she had a certificate to verify it. Not even kidding. And she knows it. She could get arrogant about it, and sometimes could be a bitch about it, but I get along with her well enough. Ever since the first day, she noticed me answering most of the teacher’s questions in class, she decided I was deemed worthy of being her friend. But her best friend is another genius too. “Hey, Vidya!” Amanda beams taking a seat next to me. 
 
    “Hey,” I say a little less enthusiastic than her. The team’s basketball practice was just starting when I arrived, and several guys ran buy, dribbling the ball and taking turns making passes at the basket. 
 
    Amanda stares out at the team and smiles, “So, any cute guys catch your eye?” She asks still watching the boys, she smiles and then giggles when one of the boys’ waves at her. I’m guessing that she’s into one of the guys on the team. And now I know which one. I thought about her question. 
 
    “Just one,” I hadn’t planned on answering the question truthfully until it was too late. I had been thinking about Bradley. I thought about him a lot lately. Especially how one day he said I was beautiful. Never in my life had a guy ever said that I was beautiful. The thing was that it wasn’t said out of a whim or out of sarcasm or anything like that. He genuinely said it and meant it, or at least I think he meant it. I had asked him if he was serious, and he answered that why would I ever doubt my beauty? 
 
    “Who is it,” she turns towards me. “Who do you like?” 
 
    I hesitate, “It’s not that I like him, I just find him cute, and he’s so sweet, unlike any guy I’ve ever met,” I say, “It’s Bradley, you know. The tall guy with great hair and those...eyes,” 
 
    “Really?!” she looks stunned like it’s hard to believe. “This is so great, he really is sweet, and he’s never had a girlfriend before,” she gushes. I didn’t know that. I kind of assumed he would have had lots of girlfriends. I’ve never had a boyfriend so, I guess we’re even. She continues to talk while watching the boys play, “I studied with him in middle school. He’s always been such a crazy guy, none of the girls took him seriously. They found him too childish,” she said and shook her head. Wow, that’s not nice. “I can talk to him, you know; I mean I’ve seen you hang out a few times, but I know you wouldn’t tell him. Plus, your always around other people, so I bet telling him would be awkward.” She’s not wrong, but I’m not sure. I make a face, screwing my mouth to one side, she rests her hand on top of one of mine, “It’s your decision, though.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathe, “Tell him,” I say. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from TV shows is that you can’t fail at something if you don’t try. So how will I know if I fail a shot at a potential boyfriend if I don’t even try? 
 
    I’ve always been the kind of girl who keeps her emotions bottled up. If I liked a guy, I’d just never tell him. I would keep it to myself either hoping that he would notice me out of the blue one day or until my crush on them went away, which always did at some point. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll talk to Brad first thing tomorrow morning,” Amanda said, and with that, she walks away leaving me full of nerves. I can feel my stomach drop out of my body, sinking deep into the ground and following the sun to the other side of the world. What did I just do? I’ve only known him for a couple of weeks! 
 
      
 
    The next day goes on as usual as any other, except that Kassidy, Kassie to her friends, stood in front of me and crossed her arms over her ample chest. Kassidy had at least one thing I didn’t, and she made sure to wear clothes that accentuated her womanly looking curves. It definitely caught the eye of pretty much every male, student and teacher alike, even if they didn’t want to admit it. She puckered her lips, they were tinted pink with Chapstick, and looked up and down with her entirely made-up eyes, clucking her tongue she said, “So, Amanda told Bradley you like him,” I almost choke on her words. What the fuck! How the hell does she know? Oh, I’m going to kill Amanda. My thoughts raced through my head. Should I deny it all, pretend I didn’t say anything? 
 
    “What?” Is all I could articulate at the moment. Kassidy tossed her long, red hair over a shoulder, it hung in a long braid down to her waist. She tapped a booted foot and waited for me to say something more. When I didn’t, she flipped her hair again and continued, 
 
    “The girls and I were around when she was talking to him. I think it’s adorable that you like him. He seems your type, I mean, it makes sense you’d both be attracted to each other. You’re both like little kids, you can share rattles and whisper sweet goo-goo gah-gahs in each other’s ears. Who knows, maybe he’ll even share his pacifier with you,” she said with a grin. I knew what she really meant. I want to slap her in the face. I swear I’ll hit her but then, I don’t. “Good luck with everything, if you need help changing diapers don’t come to me.” Those are her last words, and then she walks away, her hand in the air as she waves people out of her way. Why couldn’t Amanda at least wait to talk to Bradley alone? I can’t blame Amanda for this, it’s not her fault that Kassie is a nosy bitch. 
 
    I continue on with my day, I will not let Kassie’s words get to me. Once lunch comes around, I’m afraid to walk anywhere. I’m scared to find Bradley waiting for me somewhere with Amanda. The times I’ve hung out with him, Angela, and Gabriel, it’s all been chill; now things are going to be super awkward. I decide on taking a walk around the school instead of my usual spot at the bleachers. 
 
      
 
    I walk for what feels like the entirety of the lunch hour when in reality it’s only been ten minutes. As I walk by the make-out tree, which is the schools’ name for it, all you see are couples kissing. I spot Bradley, standing next to a tree with Amanda. They are looking my way. Shit! I turn around and start to walk away though I knew they had already seen me. Real smooth Vidya! I said to myself when I heard Amanda call out, “Hey, Vee!” I turn back around and walk towards them. Bradley’s smiling ear to ear, although he does look nervous. He shuffles from foot to foot and begins to fidget as I approach. My heart’s pounding like crazy. I can hear the hum of it in my ears. 
 
    “Hey,” I say once I reach them and wave awkwardly. I’m staring at the ground; I’m too embarrassed to look at Bradley. 
 
    “Have fun you two,” is all Amanda says and winks at me, before leaving me here alone with Bradley. I continue to stare at the grass, the little yellow flowers, a rock. Anything but Bradley, when I hear my name rolls off his lips. 
 
    “Vidya,” Bradley says. I look up to meet his eyes. They’re so beautiful. So deep and full of emotion. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk?” he says nervously. 
 
    I nod as a smile creeps across my face, “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Cool,” he says with a nod of his head. We start to walk around the lawn, avoiding stepping on the legs of students laying in the grass to study, or kiss, or both. “You know I was surprised when Amanda came up to me yesterday.” I look up to meet his eyes. I hadn’t noticed before how tall he is. He’s got to be, like, nearly six feet tall. I must totally look like a minion beside him; I’m only just around five feet tall. He shoves his hands into his jean pockets as we walk, “I hadn’t really spoken to her since junior high. When she told me about you, I nearly flipped. I mean, no girl has ever shown interest in me. I’m honoured,” 
 
    “You’re a really nice guy Bradley—” 
 
    “You can call me Brad if you’d like,” he says shyly and runs a hand up the back of his head through the short stubbly hairs there. He flicks his head to throw his long bangs out of his eyes. 
 
    “You’re a really nice guy Brad. It actually, kind of, shocks me to hear that no girl has shown interest in you before. I mean really you’re perfect, your funny, sweet—” He stops walking and stares at me, eyes wide open. Shit, why did I say that! What is my problem? I need to play this cool. 
 
    “I have a good feeling about you,” I finish lamely. Brad grins at me with that goofy lopsided grin that started it all. My heart stops beating for a second, or maybe it’s that my heart was beating so fast it was humming? Either way, this feeling in my chest was nice. My entire body felt like it had been struck by lightning. I never wanted this feeling to go away. 
 
    Who would have seen it coming? Seventeen-year-old Vidya Fletcher was talking to a guy she liked. And he liked her. It was insane, it was beyond crazy. And his name was Bradley, Brad, for crying out loud. All the guys in movies with that name were always super popular. They were the captains of the Football or Basketball team, and they had blond hair and blue eyes. Not this Brad, the Brad from my school is adorable and sweet and nerdy. My junior year at a new high school was going better than I expected. I gasp as Brad holds a hand out to me, he doesn’t say a word, but I know what he wants. I smile and slip a hand into his, and we walk back towards the main school building with fingers interlaced. Yes, I’ve got this! I say and give myself a little fist pump with the other hand when Brad isn’t looking.  I suspect he did the same.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “So, who can tell me the names of all six noble gases,” asks our Biology teacher, Mrs Samson, in hopes of getting someone to participate in class. Considering it is Friday we are mostly just sitting here. Listening to the lecture. Bored out of our minds and ready to go home for the weekend. I sit with my arms crossed on my desk with my chin resting on top of them and let out a sigh and roll my eyes as the professor prods us again, “Anyone,” she looks all around the room, and her eyes land on me. “Vidya, the girl who is dating Mr Bradley Lancaster,” I didn’t believe it when people said that teachers where always nosing in on their students’ lives. Now I do. 
 
    “We’re not dating,” I shout, leaving Mrs Samson perplexed. “We are just friends who are getting to know each other better, nothing more,” I may have given more information than I needed to, but I felt I needed to nip this in the bud before it got out of hand. I could feel several pairs of eyes staring at me. 
 
    Mrs Samson dismisses my answer with a shrug, “Whatever you say, Ms Fletcher,” she says, her tone one of utter sarcasm. “Still, please tell the class the names of the six noble gases?” 
 
    “Helium, Neon, Argon, Xenon, Radon, and Krypton,” I prattle them off having memorised them long ago. I sucked at math, but I was great with science. 
 
    “Very good, moving on with the rest of the periodic table,” Mrs Samson continues on with the class. I lean back in my seat and stare out the window, thinking of Bradley. Brad. I smiled. He said I could call him Brad and it made me tingle all over thinking about it. It’s been three whole weeks since that moment. I spend the rest of the class thinking about Brad and the way he makes me feel when the bell rings, and I’m out of my seat in a flash. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    By the time I get home, I’m beaten. The day was so full of new material, group projects, and loads and loads of homework. So, if I want any chance of getting some me time, I know I should get my homework done ASAP. As for Brad and I, things have gone pretty well. He’s always telling jokes and goofing around. He finds the humour in everything. He makes me smile, just thinking about him. We’ve actually started hanging out with my entire class during our lunch breaks. Except for Angela and Gabriel, they have lunch with some of the seniors now. Which is weird, but who cares. Not my business. I’m even hanging out with Kassie. Sort of. Yeah, she’s included in the group. She hasn’t pulled out any stunts yet, so I’m grateful for that. So even though I’m positive she gossips about us behind our backs, I’m starting to think that maybe she isn’t so bad. Perhaps she’s just trying to keep appearances. She’s still bitchy when she wants to be, but again, it’s cool being able to spend time with different people, it makes each day exciting. Although sometimes I wish she wasn’t around, I’m just glad that she doesn’t talk to me or about me, to my face anyway. 
 
    Something I’ll never get over is the fact that Bradley waits with me on the curb until my mom comes to pick me up after school. He usually walks to his house or skateboards, since he lives close by. But it’s those little things he does that make him such an incredible guy. 
 
    The first time my mother noticed him waiting with me, she immediately asked who the cute guy was. That was the moment I decided it would be a good time to tell her about us, I told her the whole story on the way home. Mom listened with a smile on her face and revealed she already had suspected there was a guy. I’d been spending way more time than usual fixing my hair, my clothes, my makeup and I’d been in such a good mood lately. Completing my chores without question while singing quietly to myself. But then, mom always seemed to know what was going on. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, I take a seat at my desk and prepare for the giant pile of homework ahead. There is English, Biology, and my least favourite Math. They all gave us work to complete for Monday. 
 
    In less than two hours, I’m done with everything. So, as usual, one of my favourite activities is annoying my mother. I’m an only child, so I don’t have a younger sister to annoy or an older sister to ask for advice. All I have is a mom and, occasionally, my dad. A lot of kids think it’s cool that I get all my parents’ attention and that my mom is often more a friend and confidant than a mom. But it actually has its drawbacks. For instance, I love my mom and feel I could ask her anything, but I absolutely, never in a million years, not on my dying breath would ask my mom about kissing or sex. 
 
    I find her in the kitchen, chopping up vegetables for meal prep. She likes to keep a steady supply of frozen bags for the instant pot we bought last year, it’s like a crockpot on steroids, and since my dad works late, she likes to have some easy meals to cook. 
 
    “Hi, mom, what you doing?” I look at her with puppy eyes, before turning to lean back on the counter. I make a face at whatever it is she’s cutting. Lately, she also got into protein replacement foods, and I don’t know what she was chopping, but it wasn’t natural. 
 
    “Just chopping veggies all by my lonesome, why?” she eyes me curious. 
 
    “No reason, I was just in the neighbourhood and I thought I’d stop by and see what you’re up to,” I casually say, eyeing her every move. 
 
    “So, you were in the neighbourhood—” 
 
    “Yep,” I squint my eyes and smile at her. 
 
    “This is your home you silly, you weren’t just in the neighbourhood,” she says with a laugh. She grabs a large onion and wiggles it in my face, “Oh, please no. Not an onion. Mom, they smell so bad,” 
 
    I place my hands under my chin and lean over the counter, “I mean, I should get a say on what goes in the pot, right?” I say slowly with a smile, “I do live here. Who would have thought?” I love doing this. My mom and I have a healthy relationship. That’s why it’s always so fun just to fool around, and say stupid things around her. She doesn’t mind, she knows I’m in a sarcastic mood most of the time. Now when my dad’s around, I’m more serious, I tend to keep my fun side more hidden since he’s not exactly the kind of dad who would get my sarcastic humour. No, he’s a serious man and frankly quite scary sometimes. So, my relationship with him is more like that of co-workers to me, even though we have our father-daughter moments, “So when is dad going to come home?” I ask. She presses her mouth into a thin line as her brow creased. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. These days he seems to spend his time at work more often. But his job is essential. He oversees production in a large pharmaceutical company, and he gets paid a lot to do it. We live pretty comfortably, and even without the scholarship, we probably could have afforded for me to attend Preston Prep. 
 
    I look away, knowing it’s a sore spot in mom and dad’s relationship. As the knife sinks into the onion, the smell of it itches my nose and I sneeze. Loudly. Breaking the sudden tension. We look at each other. And burst into laughter. 
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    “Bradley,” it’s another lazy Wednesday, and we’re sitting under a tree near the school entrance, both of us looking up at the sky. Clouds drift by, their undersides are dark and heavy looking. I think it’ll rain today, or at least by this evening. There is now a slight chill in the air that wasn’t there just a few weeks ago. 
 
    “Yeah?” he looks at me through the corner of his eye. I turn my body towards him; leaves getting caught in the long strands of my hair. Several of them, green and yellow and orange, begin to spin through the air as a breeze yanks them free from the branches over our heads. It’s been nine weeks. It’s well into fall now, but I don’t mind the chill, I’m still feeling warm and fuzzy on the inside as Brad holds my hand. 
 
    Bradley reaches out with the other hand and picks the leaves from my hair. “This is nice,” I say. “This peace and quiet, it’s nice.” 
 
    “It is,” he says, caressing my cheek. We decided to ditch the group today and hand out together, just the two of us. Well not precisely ditch the group, we’re at our spot earlier than usual, so the rest are still eating lunch inside. “Can I ask you a question?” he says, letting go of my hand and laying back down in the grass. 
 
    “Sure, shoot,” I say, settling next to him. 
 
    “Do you believe in the power of the universe,” I roll my head to the side and stare at him dumbfounded. “Like—” he props himself onto his elbows, “There’s this higher power, higher than God, or man, or even science. That exists out there in the world. Destiny maybe? Or the power of the universe,” he points up to the sky. “It’s meant to guide us on life’s journey, leading us to make the right decisions that are meant to make us whole,” 
 
    I interrupt him before he says more, “You’ve thought about this a lot, huh.” 
 
    “I have. Countless times before. I like thinking about things that human beings have no control over, like the weather, although that’s less exciting than the universe.” 
 
    “You have a point there. Although I’ve never directly given much thought myself about it, I have thought about other things. Like why do humans exist when everything we touch, we destroy, what are we good for anyway?” 
 
    “I’ve had those thoughts too. I know what you mean. We Homo sapiens know nothing. We think we do, but in reality, we’re no good pieces of shit,” 
 
    “That was sudden,” I say laughing at his outburst on humanity. 
 
    “Yeah, I tend to hate on the entire existence of humanity sometimes,” 
 
    “Does that mean you hate yourself too?” I ask, eyeing him inquisitively. 
 
    “Yes, that does mean I hate myself; all human beings are included,” I look at him with a frown on my face. Sitting up, I draw my legs up to my chest and wrap my arms around them, “Okay then,” I say quietly. He realises his words affected me and, sitting up next to me, takes my hand into his, “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean it like that. Truly,” He kisses the top of my hand. “I like you. I like you very much.” I can’t help it. I giggle. 
 
    Brad’s a good friend, different as he is, everyone gets along with him. He’s just so genuine. Although other people don’t really understand him at times, I don’t either. But I try. I listen and try to understand his crazy theories about life in general. The others, they don’t really get anything at all, and they don’t even try. Whenever he starts talking about meaningless things, they all shut their ears and tend to focus on other conversations. Rude I know, but what’s ruder are all the stares I get from answering his questions or commenting on his out of this world theory. I mean people should be a little bit more understanding of his personality. Not everyone’s the same. I just wish they’d at least act like they care. Or at least that was how I felt. 
 
      
 
    With the passing of days, I started to realise that maybe Bradley didn’t have the superior mentality I thought he did. And that perhaps now I understood why none of the girls had shown a serious interest in him before. And now? I feel like a total ass for having admitted that to myself. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    There are things about Brad that make him genuinely incredible, there’s is no denying that. But—I don’t know, maybe it’s just people’s opinions getting into my head or perhaps the infatuation is starting to wear off. Honestly, I don’t know. Lately, I feel like maybe I made the wrong decision in telling Amanda about Brad. Perhaps I should have just left it alone. It was probably too soon to think about a relationship. 
 
    I walk through the halls in a rush, trying to avoid running into Kassie, she’s been making fun of me recently in class again. Making jokes here and there about how one weirdo is meant for the other. She makes my skin boil; the worst part is how others join her in her mockery of me. What I don’t get is that there are some days where she’s a bitch and others where she can be almost okay. Who am I kidding she’s a total hypocrite. She’s probably just being a bitch because her boyfriend broke up with her last weekend and now, she’s taking out on Bradley and me. 
 
    I shouldn’t have thought about her because, speak of the devil, she steps out right in front of me, and I nearly slam into her. She’s got to stop doing that, hasn’t she ever heard of personal space? “Hey, Vee,” she says in her most chipper tone. “Bradley’s running around the school acting crazy,” she blurts out. 
 
    “And?” I say indifferent. I was pretty used to Brad pulling his crazy stunts by now. And honestly, I’d just about had enough of them. We’d been dating for two whole months, and I was only nearly done with it all. Kassie continued when she saw I didn’t seem to care, 
 
    “In his boxers, he was dared to run around the school. And the idiot did it. Just thought you should know. Everyone is talking about it. He’s at the gym if you want to go stop him from making a further fool of himself, “ she says, tapping her high-heel booted foot on the ground, click-click-click. I shrug and push my way around her. I try to ignore her but I can’t, I’d better go check on Brad. Just to make sure it doesn’t get worse than that. 
 
    I make my way to the gym, mentally preparing myself for what I’m about to see. Why in the world would Brad do that? I think to myself. I start to go around the corner toward the gym; someone calls my name. “Vidya,” Angela calls from the direction I’m heading towards. 
 
    I turn around, “Yeah?” I answer. 
 
    “I’m guessing you heard about Brad?” she says. I nod. She continues, walking next to me, “It’s not his fault really. Not this time. We were playing truth or dare, so come on, give him a break. Do you want to play? If you don’t want to, you can just sit with me and watch,” 
 
    “No. I’ll play,” I have zero idea on why I just agreed to play truth or dare; I’m terrible at it. My answers for truth are usually bland and aren’t anywhere near as exciting as people hope for. And when it comes to doing a dare, I almost always end up quitting the game. Unlike Brad, I don’t care to make a fool of myself. 
 
      
 
    We settle down into the already formed circle on the floor of the gym. A dare is already taking place. I’m guessing that Gabriel was dared to run around the entire gym since that’s what he’s doing now; sprinting back and forth with an orange traffic cone on his head. Gabe’s never been an athletic person, so I understand why they’d dare him to do it. He’s a little on the portly side, but he looks like he’s holding up the dare. It’s a pretty tame dare really, so maybe this won’t be so bad. I look up to see Brad, in his boxers, dashing across the basketball court to slide to a stop in front of the locker room door. By the time Brad comes back from the locker room, I’ve taken my place next to Angela. There are nine of us playing. Bradley, Gabriel, Angela, and I, and a few others I’m reasonably sure are seniors that I’ve never met. 
 
    Bradley hasn’t noticed I’ve arrived, not until he sits down and realises, he’s right in front of me. His entire face turns red as he realises, I must have seen everything. Literally. I smile at him, it’s one of those awkward smiles with my lips squeezed tightly together. The group settles down and goes entirely silent as a boy with long brown hair tied back waves his arms in the air, I know this guy. He’s Tom Atkins, and he’s a senior. Tom is well known for causing trouble, but we’re in school, so other than Brads naked run it can’t get much worse, right? He stands up and starts to walk around the circle, he has a hand on his chin and looks thoughtful. He stops and smiles at me, “Alright, guess we have a newcomer,” he gestures towards me, “You’re up new girl. Truth or dare?” 
 
    I refuse to start off weak, “I’m going with a dare,” I say, setting my jaw. I glance at Brad. He’s looking at me again. Watching my every move. 
 
    “Dare it is,” he looks at me like it’s a challenge and rubs his hands together in excitement, “Okay, I dare you to—,” he paused. He’s giving too much thought to my dare, and I’m starting to worry. The guy turns on me, a grin on his face, “I dare you to straddle Keith Masters,” he points towards a guy, sitting opposite Angela, “And kiss him. Like you mean it,” 
 
    Across from us the dude’s eyes look like they’re about to pop out of their sockets. I choke on air and begin to cough uncontrollably. Angela pats me on the back, and my eyes dart to Bradley. He’s looking upset; the hurt in his eyes is noticeable. I frown, my heart is thumping like crazy. “Do the dare, do the dare,” my challenger shouts, cupping his hands like a megaphone around his mouth. The others join in. Everyone except for me, Brad and Keith. 
 
    My hands are shaking; I don’t know what to do. If I do the dare, I’ll upset Brad, but then, after this stunt today, I’m not even sure if I actually liked him anymore or if it was just the excitement of having a boyfriend that had gotten into my head. I mean. We hadn’t even really kissed or made out; nothing more than a peck on the hand or cheek. This is just a game anyway, I mean come on, its Truth or Dare and people expect you to do things you wouldn’t normally do; that’s what makes it fun. I mean if he didn’t have the dignity to feel exposed running around the school in his underwear, then what should I think of him? I stand up, pace towards where the guy named Keith is sitting, and stand with hands clenched at my sides right in front of him. 
 
    All eyes fall on me. I close my own for a brief moment, breathe out, and, hover over him. I let my body drop down until my knees are pressed into the hard gym floor on either side of the guy’s body. His eyes grow wider as his brow shoots up into his sandy blonde hair. I can feel Bradley’s gaze on me. 
 
    I’m a lot shorter than this guy, I feel a child trying to sit on her father’s lap. Not that I’m into that. My long bangs fall over one eye, and I’m grateful for that since it helps to hide the burning blush on my face. But Keith reaches up and pushes the hair away, and lifts my chin so that we’re both eyeing each other. His eyes are pure cerulean blue, they’re beautiful. I purse my lips as Keith bites his lower lip. He looks like he isn’t sure if he should just call it quits or what but then, he moves in closer and wraps his arms around my waist. His fingers lock at the small of my back, pressing me into him all the tighter. My legs are spread out across his thighs, and I feel exposed in so many ways. 
 
    I panic. 
 
    Like, literally panic. I feel like my heart is going to burst out of my chest. 
 
    I untangle myself from him, slamming my hands against his chest and yelling “No. I’m done. I can’t do this. I’m out!” I’m up on my feet in a flash and run away. I hear footsteps behind me, moving quickly and I stop once I’m in the hall. Wrapping my arms around my body, I shiver. I don’t know why, but my skin is covered in goose pimples and my heart is still thundering against my ribs. 
 
    I turn around thinking that it’s Angela, but it’s not, it’s him. Keith; he followed me, but not Bradley. I try to hide the disappointment, 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asks, his voice sounds concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answer, looking at the floor. I can’t look at him. Not after that. Not ever. I’m glad I don’t know him so that I don’t have to face him and remember this; Every. Single. Day. 
 
    “Are you sure? Before your dare, your mind looked preoccupied. I’m pretty good at reading people. Is there something wrong?” I continue looking at the floor, “Look, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    He turns around to head back to the gym, “Wait,” I say louder than I hoped for. He turns around and tilts his head to one side, his blonde bangs hanging over one half of his face while the rest is tied up into a long ponytail. 
 
    “Yes?” his word hangs in the air for a few seconds, before I answer. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m about to tell a complete stranger my life’s problem, but here we go. “I could use some company? If you,” I stutter. “If you don’t mind?” I shy away from his gaze and focus on my shoes instead. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all, that game was getting old anyway,” he says with a smirk. He points with his chin to the opposite hallway, it’s mostly empty of kids during lunch break, so it’s a bit more private. He starts walking down it and motions for me to keep up. I job after him, slowing down to pace next to him, “So what’s this thing you’ve got on your mind?” he asks. 
 
    “Well—do you know Brad?” I ask. He nods, shoving his hands into the pockets of the thin jacket he wears. 
 
    “The kid who ran through the school in his boxers? Yeah, I know of him, he’s a nice guy. Strange, but nice,” he confirms. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one,” I smile thinly and shift my gaze back to the floor. “We’re sort of getting to know each other, or dating, or something. I don’t really know honestly. But, I’ve kind of not been so fond of the person I’m seeing. I mean at first it was fun, he’s cool and charming, but—I guess I just didn’t want to see what others saw in him until it was right in my face. You know, after the beer goggles have worn off,” 
 
    “Well, what do you mean by that?” he asked gently as we continued to walk. 
 
    We pass by the cafeteria and some of the girls from my classroom eye us suspiciously when they see me walk by with Keith and not Brad. “What I mean is that people made fun of Brad, said he was childish because he liked to joke around and goof off and would make up these bizarre theories about life. Which I found funny at the time, don’t get me wrong. But seeing that every serious topic to him became a joke, or crazy conspiracy theory; or something that has to be over analysed. I don’t know any more.” 
 
    “I understand,” he stops dead in his tracks. “Maybe that’s a sign that it wasn’t meant to be. I mean, how old are you anyway?” He studies my face. 
 
    Why would that matter? “I just turned seventeen,” 
 
    He nods, and smiles, “You’ve got all the time in the world to date. You don’t have to be in a rush—” he’s interrupted when the bell rings, indicating that lunch hour is over. He pulls me away from the cafeteria entrance as floods of kids burst through the doors. “Listen I’ve got to head to class, but,” he grabs a napkin and pen from his pocket. Pressing it against a locker he scribbles on it, “I’ll give you my number, and maybe we can continue this conversation later on? Feel free to text me,” he says while handing me the napkin. I look at it, confused. Usually, people just whip out their cell phones and type in the numbers. 
 
    “I’m old school,” he’s laughs, and just as he’s about to leave, I say, “Thank you by the way and, thanks for the number as well.” 
 
    “You’re welcome—” he hesitates to say my name, and then I remember that I never gave it to him, it was never once uttered while in the gym. 
 
    “Vidya, but you can call me Vee,” I blurt out amid the chaos of students crisscrossing the hall, heading to their next classes. 
 
    He smiles and walks away. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I’m staring at my bedroom ceiling, thinking and thinking about what I am to do on Monday. Should I tell Brad I want to remain friends? I look to at my alarm clock on my nightstand, it’s 9:37pm, and everyone in the house is asleep except for me. Mom is already in bed and dad is at work late again. 
 
    I wonder if maybe I should just read a book or watch a movie until I fall asleep when I start to change into my pyjamas. Emptying my pockets, I find the crumpled napkin. I had nearly forgotten about it. Should I, or shouldn’t I? I screw my lips to the side in thought. I’m going to do it. Spreading across my bed, I snatch up my phone and type in the number and then send a message. Oh, please be a real number, if this is a fake number to a coffee shop or some shit, I’ll— 
 
    The phone buzzes to life. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Hey, how are you doing? 
 
      
 
    I clutch the phone and stare at it. It was a real number. Although it is late, I should probably answer him. I mean, it’s Friday so who cares. 
 
      
 
    Vee: You call yourself Agent Keith? Like Agent K? Seriously? I’m doing alright I guess 
 
    Agent Keith: Hey, it’s a nickname, and you guess? 
 
    Vee: I’m still unsure of what I should do, about you know who... 
 
      
 
    I reply honestly, although I’ve thought long and hard throughout the afternoon, I can’t come to terms with what decision I should make. I don’t want to hurt Brad’s feelings, but I just don’t see this thing between us going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Follow your instincts. If he doesn’t seem ready to be in a relationship, then tell him how you feel. 
 
    Vee: That’s the problem, how do I tell him without hurting his feelings? 
 
    Agent Keith: Tell him that you just want to stay friends. That friendship is more important to you than a relationship that you’re just not ready. Maybe saying that will make it easier. I don’t know, I’m not good at this. 
 
    Vee: You give good advice. Thanks, Keith. By the way, I’m curious. Why hadn’t I seen you around before? I mean, not at school or in town.  
 
    Agent Keith: You're welcome. I moved here about two years ago. I keep to myself…usually… 
 
      
 
    Interesting. So, Keith wasn’t from here. That explains why I’d never seen him before. I didn’t know that before, so that’s something. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Can I ask you something? Please don’t get mad. 
 
    Vee: Um, sure? 
 
    Agent Keith: Why didn’t you do the dare? 
 
      
 
    Wait for what? His question threw me off for a second, but I do have an honest answer for it. I didn’t know if I wanted to say it but, he’d been helping me out a lot right now and I owed him at least an answer. 
 
      
 
    Vee: It didn’t feel right. I wasn’t in the mood to do something that I would regret later. 
 
      
 
    There’s no answer from Keith, for at least ten minutes. I have a feeling that my response wasn’t what he was expecting, and I use the time to change into my pyjamas. I’m just buttoning up my top when I try again. 
 
      
 
    Vee: Keith? You still there 
 
      
 
    No response. I recheck the clock; it’s already after 10:30 pm. Time for bed, I guess. As I’m pulling the covers up, I reach over and turn off the lamp. But the room is cast in pale blue light when my phone buzzes once again. I pick it up and read it. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Sorry it took me long to answer. To be completely honest, you did the right thing. Because if I’d kissed you, I don’t think I could have stopped. 
 
      
 
    I smile and turn off my phone. This was nice, having someone to talk to like this. Rolling over, I drift off into sleep. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning was nothing new, besides the fact that I was in the mood to go out, but my dad had other plans. Those plans involved washing cars, which I desperately wanted to get out of. 
 
    Mom, thankfully, was in a chipper mood and told my dad that it was best if he left the car washing for tomorrow since the weather forecast called for rain before noon. So, it was settled that we were taking a girl’s trip, just my mom and I. Meanwhile; dad decided then to do some work around the house. He’s the kind of guy, who magically finds something broken in the house that automatically needs fixing, even if it’s not actually broken. So basically, he can never stay still. It’s part of what made him so good at his job though, he always looked for the devil in the details. 
 
    I haven’t turned on my phone yet, I’ve been too afraid to see what awaits me in my text messages. I’ll admit I was shocked by what I’d read from Keith’s last message. You did the right thing. Because if I’d kissed you, I don’t think I could have stopped. Talk about unexpected and intense. 
 
    My mom drives, and I stare at my phone, watching it as the screen turns on. The screen flashes to life, and I see it, three unread texts from Keith. I hesitate for only a second before I open the messenger app to read. He’ll know I read it too. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Vidya? 
 
    Agent Keith: I freaked you out, didn’t I? 
 
    Agent Keith: Look, forget it. I shouldn’t have said that. I made a mistake. Forget what I said. 
 
      
 
    I pull up the keypad and begin typing my text. My mom glances over as I tap faster than I’ve ever tapped before, “Whoa, must be important,” she comments. I nod. 
 
      
 
    Vee: It’s okay, Keith. I was caught off guard, that’s all. No need to worry. But no, I’m not forgetting what you said. Because... 
 
    Vee: If I’d kissed you, I don’t think I could have stopped either. 
 
      
 
    I’m not lying. There was something about Keith that felt right. I don’t know how to explain it. Pleased with myself, I place my phone on Airplane mode since mom, and I decided to see a movie. Best I don’t get disturbed for a few hours. 
 
      
 
    After the movie, we then head to Walmart to pick up some groceries. I love Walmart, mainly because of the book and music section. That’s where I’m heading while my mom wrestles with the cart to collect her extensive list of items. 
 
    Making my way to the book aisle, I spot one I know I’m interested in. So, I pick up the pace. There seems to be only one book left, and I’m determined to make it mine. I’m inches away from reaching it when some guy steps in the way and takes the book in his hands, and of course, I crash into him—both of us land on the floor. 
 
    His body cushioned my fall, and I couldn’t be more embarrassed. I get up and start apologising profusely, “I am so, so sorry,” I say while dusting off my blouse, “I wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings and—” 
 
    “Vidya?” I know that voice. I look up, and it’s Keith. Are you fucking kidding me? I crashed into Keith? He gets up immediately, holding the book out in one hand. 
 
    “Keith,” I say my voice almost inaudible. 
 
    He looks at me smugly, crossing his arms after placing the book back in its original spot. “So—” that so rolls easily off his tongue, “You wouldn’t have stopped either, huh?” I make a face, tilting my head. I’m confused, what’s he talking about? The book? “Uh, hell no I wouldn’t have stopped, I’ve been waiting for this book since it was announced three months ago,” I say, I pick up the book and clutch it against my chest. Keith smiles, his eyes sparkling in the fluorescent light. He even made fluorescents look good, “Really? I’m not talking about the book,” he says and flips his phone out of his jacket pocket, holding it up in the air. 
 
    Oh. That. Shit. 
 
    “Do we really have to do this, now?” I ask, “My mom’s here, and people are watching,” 
 
    “Would you rather we have this conversation over the phone? Or maybe, somewhere else?” he arches one eyebrow in question, grinning. His blue eyes grow darker, like a storm over the ocean. I thought that was something you read about in books; I didn’t know it could actually happen. I shake my head as I stare into the pools of dark water. He steps forward, “So, tell me then—” he’s standing now inches away from me, and leans down till his face is right next to mine. I can smell the mixture of shampoo and cologne on his skin and hair, the minty scent makes my nose tingle, and a wave of warmth crashes over my body. I suck in a breath as he turns his head just a bit, “Why didn’t you kiss me?” he whispers in my ear. His warm breath brushes over my skin. The wave turns into a squall, and I shiver makes my whole-body tremble, I can feel all the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. What is he doing? Why is he doing this? Make him stop. No, wait, don’t stop. Wait no, he should totally stop. This is too much! 
 
    “I told you. I – I didn’t want to do anything I’d regret,” I stutter through that entire sentence. My ears are growing warm, and I throw my hands up over them to make sure my hair is covering them. I don’t want him to see how he affects me. 
 
    “But you wanted to?” 
 
    I swallow. My throat is dry, and I feel like I could drain eight bottles of water this instant. “Yes,” I say in a barely audible whisper. I actually did. His eyes were so piercing, and his lips so soft looking. He smelt terrific too, and what the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    He doesn’t respond. Instead, he removes the book from my grasp. My jaw falls open as he examines the cover, front and back, “I’m guessing you wanted this?” he flips the pages of the book in his hands. “Since you almost killed me for it,” I suppress a laugh. But a smile evidently makes an appearance on my face. He hands me the book. 
 
    “Thank you.” I turn on my heel before he can say anything, but it’s too late. 
 
    “Vidya,” I listen, but don’t turn around, “You still owe me that kiss, which I just might have to steal from you someday.” 
 
    My face burns with embarrassment when a few teens checking out some magazines near us giggle and turn to look at Keith. He smiles and waves at them, which sets them to giggling more. I shake my head and keep walking with my prized book. I don’t understand anything. Instead of only being confused about my troubles with Brad, now I’m confused about Keith as well. My god, two guys! I’m starting to feel like I’m stuck in a harem romance book. I am in this way over my head. 
 
    I am certainly not looking forward to Monday, not one single bit. 
 
    As I walk away from my phone buzzes, I look down. It’s Bradley. He doesn’t often text, preferring the retro option of a phone call or a note passed in class, 
 
      
 
    bRad: I’m sorry that they dared you to kiss Keith; he’s got a bad history. I’m glad you chose to walk away. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Sunday goes by in a blur, and before I know it, Monday’s here and I have to face the inevitable. First, confront Bradley and tell him how I feel. Second, find out more about Keith. What Brad wrote to me on Saturday left me wondering what kind of history Keith could possibly have. I mean, I can’t deny that he scares me just a little. Or really, it isn’t that he scares me. That wouldn’t be the right word. It’s more that he is just so intense. He wears his emotions on his sleeve and isn’t afraid to act on his impulses, but that encounter at Walmart left me unsettled. 
 
    I arrive pretty early to school, it’s not even 7:00am yet, so I decide to text Brad and ask him if he can show up a bit earlier today. He replies with an okay, and that he’ll be here in five. Putting my phone away, I walk to the entrance of the school, and I take a seat at one of the creaky benches, pull out my new book, and read while I wait. After a few minutes, I close when the book, and put it away when I spot Brad riding his skateboard. He stops once he sees me and jumps off of it, kicking the board up into the air he caught it mid-flip. 
 
    In an attempt to make things feel normal, I end up giving him this weird, awkward side hug. I bounce back away from him, tugging at the hem of my sweater. The past weeks feels like it has gotten chillier and I find that I’ve been wearing them more often, “So what’s up?” he asks, eyeing me strangely, almost like he’s trying to figure me out, but at the same time his mind looks preoccupied. I can feel the tension vibrating through the space between us, “Why’d you want to meet up so early?” 
 
    I stumble for the right words to say, “Bradley, I want to be completely honest with you. Because that’s all, you’ve ever been with me,” I say. Bradley takes a seat next to me on the bench and lets out a sigh. I can see him deflate as all the air rushes from his lungs and his shoulders hunch over. You can do this, I continue, “I thought it would be best if you and I just remained friends,” I finished, clenching my fists on top of my knees. I can’t look at him for a whole minute before I turn my head and see a frown on his face. It’s not like any I’ve ever seen before. 
 
    “How come,” he asks suddenly. I didn’t think I’d have to explain myself. He looks vulnerable and betrayed and dismayed all at once. 
 
    “I’d rather not lose a friend if something goes wrong. Plus, I don’t know, maybe I’m just not ready for a boyfriend,” I say. It’s a lie, I know. I so badly want a boyfriend; it’s just that I don’t want him to be that boyfriend. At least not anymore. I look at his profile, his dark eyes grow all the more mysterious, “Bradley?” I prompt. 
 
    “It’s fine, Vidya,” he stands abruptly, “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    I grab hold of his arm before he walks away. “Wait, Brad, are you okay?” I ask, concerned, “I mean. Are we okay?” He seems out of sorts. I expected him to be angry, to be sad, to yell or to cry, but he doesn’t show any emotions at all. 
 
    “We’re good,” he says, his jaw is clenched. The flutter of muscle along his jaw tells me he is grinding his teeth; I hate it when he does that. I can feel the anger finally start to seep through him as he breaks free from my grasp with a jerk. He backs away, his hands in the air, he says, “I just can’t look at you right now, don’t bother eating lunch with me,” he says with finality. I watch his back as he enters the school, throwing the door open and letting it slam into the side of the building in a display of aggression I’ve never seen before. I look away, and suddenly, the feeling in my gut falls apart. Instead of relief, I feel a deep sadness that tugs at my guts, threating to force my breakfast back up. I run my hands over my eyes and feel the moisture there. I’m crying. Why am I crying? I wanted this. I didn’t say anything wrong. I was gentle; I don’t know how else I could have said what I wanted to say without hurting us both in some way. 
 
      
 
    Amid the chaos of students arriving, I rush over to Angela, who’s sitting inside the school. I give her a huge hug. Angela has become my best friend over the past month. She’s everything these days. The sister I never had and so badly wished I could confide in and right now I really needed someone to talk to. These feelings were just too big for me to handle on my own, I needed some girl advice. “What did you do, Vidya?!” It’s not a really a question and more like a command, “Brad told me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. I cast my eyes to the ground, watching the shoes all around me as they pass by. 
 
    “Why didn’t you come to me, why didn’t you tell me you were having second thoughts about him?” she asks genuinely hurt. She flips her hair back over her shoulder and steps in close to me, resting a hand on my shoulder. Her initial anger has melted away, leaving the gentle girl I now know, “You shouldn’t have gone through this alone. I could have talked to him with you, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry,” I nod and take her hand as we walk to our lockers, “I just—” I hesitate. Not sure what I should tell her. But this is Amanda. She’s my best friend, and if anyone should know what happened, it’s her. I should have told her everything from the beginning. I decide to tell her the truth. “At first, everything was great. I loved Brad and his sweetness, his sense of humour, but I feel like Brad just isn’t boyfriend material,” I tell her the whole story of how at first, I was okay with Brad’s strange personality. It made him interesting and made things fun when we hung out around town. He would just do silly little pranks at first. Or say stupid things. But then, after the incident in the gym when he ran around half naked? That was the pin in the balloon. I decided I couldn’t do this anymore. 
 
    “You’re not totally wrong,” she agrees with me. “He does act like a big kid sometimes,” I eye her sceptically and she nods, “Okay. Most of the time,” she corrects herself. “I think what you said was perfect. He’ll come around. All he needs now is some time to realise why this happened, and maybe, just maybe, he’ll grow up a little,” she smiles. Looping her arm through mine, we walk to our first class. Everything seems to be back to normal as she jumps right into a conversation, “So, did you see what Mrs Marybeth is wearing today?” 
 
      
 
    The school day is almost at an end. So far, I’ve made it through the day with only a few stares when I didn’t sit with Brad and the others for lunch today. Instead, Amanda and I chose to eat on the back lawn outside. Even though it was nearly Fall break, today was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, and a few birds sang as we ate. I was sitting in my History class, listening to a dramatic Presidential speech as read by Mr Summerfield. Leaning over the top of my desk, I rest my chin in my cupped hands and gaze out the window. The soccer team is out practising so at least that gives me something to look at while I ignore the lesson. I still haven’t found out anything about Keith. I really don’t know who to ask or what to ask for that matter. I’m curious about him sure, but I’m also still a bit nervous about him and about my attraction to him. I would never have thought of myself as the ‘girl who likes bad boys’ type. I’m making my way to my favourite and last class of the day, Art, when a classmate of mine runs up to me in a frenzy. It’s Ethan Hart. I remember him because he sucked at science and freaked out when we had to dissect a human heart in the lab a few weeks ago. He staggers to a stop in front of me and bends over to catch his breath. His shaggy brown hair hangs over his matching eyes in messy ringlets. He sucks in a deep breath and stands. Looking at me with his eyes narrowed he opens his mouth and, 
 
    “Vidya, what the fuck did you do to Bradley?” he shouts loudly, and several students stop and stare at us, whispering to their selves. 
 
    “Whoa,” I raise my hands in defence, “I didn’t do anything to Bradley. I just told him that I wanted to be friends, that’s all,” 
 
    “Yeah, well apparently he doesn’t feel the same,” Ethan says, his voice still so loud that I know everyone can hear us. 
 
    “What do you mean Ethan?” I’m exasperated at this point. Because he looks at me like he’s accusing me of a crime. 
 
    “I mean Bradley! He fucking punched a mirror in the guy’s restroom. His hand was bleeding and everything. I had to calm him down because he was about to punch one of the other mirrors. I was in there with him for nearly ten minutes talking him down, he refused to go to the nurse. I had to use his fucking gym shirt to wrap his hand,” 
 
    “But, is he okay now?” I ask slowly. My body is trembling. I didn’t know he could do something like that. He was always the sweetest, gentlest guy I’ve known. To think he would flip out like that, it’s just unfathomable. I knew he had taken is badly but damn. 
 
    “He’s fine now, I think, he went home. I covered for him with our professor. I cleaned the blood and smashed the rest of the mirror up so it’d look like an accident. I’m lucky no one else was in the bathrooms at that moment,” Ethan continued, “I told the principal the mirror had been loose for a while, and that it fell down when I slammed the door against the wall accidentally. He bought it thankfully.” He brings a hand to his neck and rubs it nervously, I can see sweat trickling down his temples, “Look you might not know this, but Brad and I had known each other from way back at summer camp when we were twelve. He’s a sensitive guy, so believe me when I say his emotions run deep. I mean, he was in love with you Vee. He told me himself several times. You may have not been there yet or even close, but he was. To him, this was the real deal,” his words pierced through me like a knife. I feel like the shittiest person on Earth. I should have thought this out more. I should have talked with Amanda and the others first. People that actually knew and cared for Bradley. Although Keith said I did the right thing, I can’t shake Ethan’s conversation away. Did Brad really punch a mirror? I mean, I’ve only ever seen people react that way in movies. I never thought people actually did things like that, especially not people like Brad. 
 
    Ethan walks away slowly, glancing back at me only once to say, “Remember what I told you, Bradley isn’t like other guys. He just isn’t,” 
 
    Call me crazy for what I’m about to do. But I already spoke with Angela, and I don’t feel like bothering her any further on the whole Brad situation. I pick up my phone and text Keith. 
 
      
 
    Vee: Is this a bad time? Can we talk? 
 
      
 
    Several minutes pass without a reply, shit. I guess I’m on my own for now. I look up at the clock that hangs above my head. I’m late for class. Taking my seat just in time I go back to daydreaming only now, I can’t get Ethan’s words out of my head. 
 
      
 
    After school, I head to the kitchen to help my mom finish up with dinner. I’m cutting up the carrots when my mom asks me if something’s up. If there’s anyone who would notice my shift in mood, it’s her. I don’t want her to worry or anything, so I dismiss her question and say that I’m just drained from all the work I’ve got to do over the week. Which is mostly true, fall break is coming up, and that means mid-terms will be here soon. I really do need to study! I’ve been so focused on Brad and Keith and everything else that I’ve barely spent any time studying. If I get even a single bad grade, I know my dad will ground me for the rest of the year. If that happened, I’d never had the opportunity to get to know Keith better. 
 
    Mom purses her lips and narrows her eyes, watching my face. I know she is trying to figure things out. I don’t want to give her a chance, so I reach out and wrap my arms around her, hugging her tightly, “Nothing is wrong, I’m just feeling nervous about mid-terms,” 
 
    “Wait, why would you be nervous about your exams? You’ve been studying right?” she asks. Whoops. Wrong word choice. I nod, “Of course I’ve been studying, you worry too much,” 
 
    Once we’ve eaten our meal, I head into my room to actually start off a bunch of homework I’ve got due. But the glow of my cell phone demands I check to see if there are any new messages. I frown when I see none. Oh well, homework it is. 
 
    It’s nearly seven o’clock, the sun is dipping low on the horizon. Its brilliant yellow light turning the leaves scarlet red, fiery orange and bright gold as the rays pass through the trees. The entire mountain is ablaze with fall fire, it’s beautiful. Sometimes I forget how gorgeous it is out there. It’s nice to take a break and just, take it all in. And I’m pretty much done with homework anyway. I’ll finish the rest later. 
 
    I join my parent’s downstairs to watch TV for the evening, phone in pocket. My dad is home for a rare afternoon, so he and mom are cuddled up on the sofa together. I can see my mom’s face is a shade of pink, as is my dad’s. The half-empty wine glasses on the coffee table tell me why. Sitting down at the other end of the sofa, I check the messages once again. I don’t know why, but Brad’s text still bugs me, and I’ve yet to have the chance to find out more. I’m watching the movie, it’s a horror, I nearly jump out of my skin when my phone buzzes against my thigh. I look at my parents, feeling embarrassed. Mom and dad burst into laughter as I slip off the sofa and disappear upstairs into my room. Mom and dad yell ‘goodnight’ and say something about checking under my bed for monsters. I roll my eyes and then read the message, 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: No, it’s not a bad time. What’s on your mind? 
 
    Vee: A lot actually. Did you hear about Brad? 
 
    Agent Keith: If it’s a lot then wouldn’t it be better if we talked on the phone? 
 
    Vee: Okay 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The phone rings, and on the first ring I pick up, “Hey, so let me start by saying—” 
 
    “Hey, we’ve got the entire night,” he laughs. I smile, his voice sounds different on the phone. Deeper somehow. He’s right, though. “So, tell me everything.” I don’t think he literally means everything everything. Because I’m sure he doesn’t want me interrogating him about his past; although I desperately want to know it’s none of my business. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “I told Brad,” I blurt out. I hear him suck in a breath. A few seconds pass by before he replies, “Guessing by your tone, he didn’t take it well?” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I answer when my mom enters my room without knocking. I clutch it against my chest, “Mom,” I gasp, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Your aunt called to see if you could help your cousin with an English assignment of some type? She said you’d know which one,” she asks, leaning against my door frame. I sigh and roll my eyes. 
 
    “Really mom,” I whine, “I’m kind of busy at the moment.” I point to my phone, “Critical phone call here. Tell them to get an English tutor. If she wants me to be her tutor, she’s got to start paying me.” 
 
    Mom throws her hands up in the air, “I’ll let her know you’re busy,” she says after my rant, and leaves. 
 
    I grab the phone and put it to my ear, “Keith, you still there?” 
 
    “I’m still here, you’ve got quite the temper,” he says. I’m guessing he heard the entire conversation. Of course, he did Vee, don’t be stupid. 
 
    “I do listen, can we just switch back to texting. I don’t want anyone else listening in, my mom doesn’t know yet, and I don’t think my dad ever knew,” 
 
    “Fine by me,” he hangs up, and in less than a minute he’s already texted me. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: So, you told him, huh? 
 
    Vee: I did, he reacted fine with me, but then Ethan told me he punched a mirror 
 
    Agent Keith: He punched a what? So, the mirror didn’t actually fall down. That’s crazy. The guy’s got issues. 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip. I have to know why Brad doesn’t like Keith. Why he sent me that cryptic message. And I want to know about it from Keith himself. He deserves at least that. I type a quick message and press send before I change my mind. 
 
      
 
    Vee: I could say the same about you. People say your trouble. 
 
      
 
    And now it’s too late to take anything back. I clutched the phone against me and lay back in bed and wait for him to respond. I’m surprised. He texts back within seconds. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: So, I’ve got issues? Are you high? 
 
    Vee: Are we gonna ignore what happened in Walmart? 
 
      
 
    I add to the conversation. He hasn’t mentioned it since then. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Are we gonna ignore the fact that you’ve ignored me ever since Walmart until now? 
 
    Vee: Are you seriously answering my question with a question? 
 
    Agent Keith: Yes 
 
    Agent Keith: Vidya? 
 
    Vee: Yes? 
 
    Agent Keith: I’ve issues of my own. And they aren’t pretty. 
 
    Vee: I don’t think anyone’s issues are pretty, that’s why they call them issues in the first place. 
 
    Agent Keith: Do you want to know about them? 
 
    Vee: Isn’t that invading your privacy? I don’t know you that well 
 
    Agent Keith: I trust you. More than I’d like to admit 
 
    Vee: We barely know each other 
 
    Agent Keith: Exactly, but for some reason, I feel like I can trust you 
 
      
 
    As I lie awake in the darkness of my room, I can’t help but think about Keith and his unknown issues. I wonder what they could be? Was he involved with drugs; did he get arrested? Was he in jail for it? I start to go over all the things he could have done that would land him in jail when my mind wanders off to what it would feel like to have his strong arms wrapped around me again. To explore those deep blue eyes piercing once again into mine. I think about the minty fresh smell of his hair, and I wonder what the blonde strands feel like. I’d love to tussle his long bangs with my fingers. I wonder what his lips feel like. I bet their soft but firm like he is. Okay, I’ve officially lost it. I’ve lost it big time. I curl up on my side in bed and try not to think of Keith. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    My mind is all over the place, homework, exams, projects due, Keith standing by the cafeteria door looking more handsome than ever. I feel like turning around, but he’s already seen me. So, the best thing to do right now is to try not to get so damn nervous. We didn’t finish our conversation last night, and I’m even more intrigued to get to know him. It’s like playing tug of war with him; every bit he gives I take. 
 
    I’ve seen Keith around the school. I’ve seen him around town occasionally when I’m out with mom. But for some reason, I’d never noticed just how damn fine he was. Or really, I had, I just wasn’t as hyper-focused about it. His chest is practically trying to bust out of his tee and his muscular biceps bulge at the hem of the shirt. I watch as he moves across the cafeteria, grabs a tray, and selects a sandwich with chips, apple slices, and water. As he moves his long bangs flutter over the sides of his face. His shoulder back muscles clearly imprinted against the back of the shirt as he moves. His tapered waist plunging in a nicely formed V down into—Snap out of it Vidya! 
 
    He walks to where I’m standing because, apparently, I haven’t moved an inch; which means I’ve been staring at him this entire time. “You okay Vidya?” Keith’s eyeing me with genuine curiosity. But I notice the twitch at the corner of his upper lip. He’s trying not to smile. He knew I was watching. 
 
    “I-I’m fine,” I stuttered, why does this guy make me stutter? 
 
    “You sure about that?” he asks again, his voice dropping a few notes. Rough and sexy. He’s close to me, too close; that sensual tone resonating into my ear and the smell of mint overpowering the typical aromas of the cafeteria. “Want to hang out today?” his voice is normal again, and I wonder if I imagined it, “I know a little patch of grass near the parking lot where no one ever passes through?” I know what he’s hinting at. I’m not stupid. But Angela’s out sick, and I don’t feel like hanging out with any of my other friends. I didn’t want to risk running into Brad. Not yet. I nod, picking my tray up. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Keith says, leading the way. He seemed surprised, and I start to think he was expecting me to turn him down. I decide to surprise him even more and link my arm with his, and we walk out the cafeteria, through the football field and past the bleachers to the rear parking lot where the seniors were allowed to keep their cars. 
 
    Across from the parking lot, there’s a little patch of grass, with a small dogwood tree in the centre. It’s cute and covered in brilliant vermillion leaves. The wind blows gently over the grass, just enough to remind you its fall. Keith takes both our trays and sits on the ground at the trunk of the tree. He takes a seat in the ground legs sprawled out, he extends a hand to me, and I take it. He pulls me in faster than I was ready for, and I fall, my body spreading out over his. I lay there, with my head on his chest. I can feel his heart beating a million miles a minute. I raise my head as he sucks in a breath. His eyes stare into mine as I watch his throat, the Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, as he swallows. This isn’t me; I swear someone else is taking over my body right now. What the hell is going on? Why don’t you move, Vee? 
 
    Neither of us moves. Neither of us says a word. It’s like we’re frozen in time or stuck in a spell we don’t want to break. We just lay there breathing in each other’s scent; clinging to the calming silence of the breeze. I let myself take this moment. Resting my head on his chest again, I lay there, listening as his breathing steadies and his heart begins to slow. His body shifts beneath me and I lift my head to look at him, and it’s at this very moment when our eyes lock that I feel something spark. And then ignite. And I just know how I should think of him. A slow smile spreads across his face, and I know he feels it too. 
 
      
 
    We lay like that for the entire lunch hour, occasionally speaking a few sentences here and there. But mostly we sit in silence. Good silence, calming silence. I’ve never felt so peaceful before. With Bradley it was different, we never just laid down to cuddle or just be there for each other. It was always non-stop action. Bradley was dynamite waiting to explode where Keith was a stream that shrank and swelled with the rain. We both stand up to leave to our next classes with the bells ring and honestly, I’m stunned he didn’t try to kiss me. I cross my arms and purse my lips in thought. 
 
    “What?” he asks, noticing my unspoken question. 
 
    “I just thought—I thought you were going to try to kiss me.” 
 
    “God Vee, I do want to kiss you, just not outside the parking lot,” He chuckles, his smile widening. I laugh, he’s right. It’s not exactly the most romantic place to share your first real kiss. But still. 
 
    “It’s just that you act all intimidating and super secretive. You make my entire body prickle, you make me so pissed off and then so excited at the same time, and that has never happened before, you say that you trust me without even knowing me and yet I still can’t figure you out,” I say exasperated. 
 
    “Maybe you should stop trying so hard to figure me out,” he kisses me on the check and walks away. It’s just a peck, but it makes my entire body grow hot. My jaw falls open. My ears are burning. 
 
    “I’m an open book you know,” he calls over his shoulder. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I say back. Who is Keith, and what has he done to me? Just looking at him makes something shifts inside me. I feel like the world is meaningless without Keith by my side. Like he’s the very air I need to stay alive. That has never happened, not even once, while I was with Brad. But this guy is a whole other story that I’m both eager and scared to read. He’s like an adventure I’d never considered going on.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Today is field trip day, and we’re going to see the movie production of The Giver. I’m excited. Ever since our class read the book for our English, I fell in love with the story. It’s so different beyond anything I’ve ever read before. And the ending both infuriated and fascinated me. I can’t wait to see what the movie is like. My phone buzzes in my bag, just as I’m about to board the bus, so I step back and allow the rest of the students to pass while I check to see who the message is from. I grin. It’s Keith. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: Care to ride in the faculty bus? I’m chaperoning the baby juniors  
 
    Vee: Oh, so I’m a baby junior, huh? What does that make you? 
 
    Agent Keith: A distinguished all-star Senior with the highest honours. I’m held at very high esteem. 
 
    Vee: I’m sure you are ;) Thanks but no thanks. I’m riding with the gang. See you there. 
 
      
 
    I jump into the bus; the bus driver glares at me for holding our trip up. I make my way down the aisle. It’s noisy. Everyone is talking or yelling at each other over the backs of the seats, jumping up and down in a way that makes me second guess if this is really a group of high schoolers. I roll my eyes when something shoots past my face and boy yells out an apology. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Angela waving at me. I race towards where she’s sitting, but there appears to be someone else sitting next to her, curled up against the window with a hooded sweater. The hood is pulled down over their head. I realise its Bradley who’s sitting there with her and my smile fades. 
 
    “Bradley can you scoot over, so Vee can sit with us,” Angela says to him. He doesn’t acknowledge me at all as he squeezes in closer to the window. I take a seat at the edge, one leg in and one leg out. 
 
    “I’m so glad you made it,” Angela gives me a hug. 
 
    “Me too,” I say. Although I have a terrible feeling, this thirty-minute bus ride is going to be the most awkward thing ever. Brad reaches into his bag and pulls out his phone and a pair of headphones. He untangles the wires and plugs in. His earbuds disappear into the shadows of his hood as he proceeds to ignore us. That’s probably for the best anyway. I shrug and turn to Angela, catching up on what she’s been up to and if she finished her science homework. 
 
      
 
    To my luck, Keith’s been texting me through most of the bus ride to the theatre. While Angela has been talking to me, she’s been mostly paying attention to Bradley as well. Asking him for input now and then on whatever subject we’re discussing. Sometimes he responds, but mostly he just listens to his music. I want to be able to say something to him, but I’m sure he won’t hear me out. He’s still hurting, I can tell. As Angela points out the window and asks Brad a question, I slide my phone out of my pocket to check my messages. My phone had been buzzing for the past fifteen minutes. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: You now owe me a seat next to you at the theatre 
 
    Vee: Do I? I owe you no such thing. 
 
    Agent Keith: Not fair Vidya, I want to spend time with you 
 
    Vee: And who said I wanted to spend time with you? 
 
    Agent Keith: Ouch. That hurt    
 
    Vee: Leave the frowny faces out of this, 
 
    Vee: You know what, how does getting some coffee this afternoon sound? 
 
    Agent Keith: You had me at you know what?’ 
 
      
 
    I stare at the text in disbelief, I can’t believe I just asked him out. I just asked him out, didn’t I? Was this an actual date? Why did I do that? I swear I don’t get myself. 
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    There are times I think about Keith, other’s that I don’t. Like, I’ll be sitting there working on a math problem, and I’ll find myself wondering how Keith would solve it. Or, I’ll be eating dinner with my family, and I’ll wonder what his favourite food it. Sometimes I just sit and try to figure him out. Who even understands Keith anyway? I think I’ve said that way too many times by now. Before long we pile into the theatre at our small towns equally small mall and pile out the bus. Brad brushes past Angela like a dark shadow on a cloudy day. Angela reassures me that he just needs some time, and I nod. I hope that’s true, I liked Brad, he’d be a great friend. No, he was a great friend already, and I’d like it to stay that way. 
 
      
 
    The school trip went well. Bradley didn’t glace at me even once. He sat with Angela and I and a bunch of our other classmates, but didn’t say much; only speaking with Gabriel or Angela. After the movie, we were dropped off at school and headed off with an assignment to write a report about The Giver reflected common fears in society. 
 
    Mom picked my cousin and me up from school and, after dropping Kathy off, I magically managed to convince mom that I had a study date with one of my friends for the upcoming science fair. Thankfully she bought it, so I texted Keith and asked him to bring his science notebook with him. 
 
    “Why don’t you just have your partner come to our house, I could make laal maas with aloo gobi. We could teach him how to make naan bread! He’s probably never had real Indian cuisine, right?” mom asked. I shook my head. I’m sure Keith would love that, he seemed adventurous but, I wanted to spend private time with him. Everywhere we went, there were other people around us. Those few sweet moments we’d had outside the parking lot was the only time we’d been able to have together. It wasn’t enough. “Thanks, mom, but no, we need to focus on studying, and I can’t focus on studying if you’re trying to set his ass on fire,” my mom laughed at that. She really did like to add the entire spice rack to her dishes, running the gamut of every traditional Indian flavour and sending all our relatives straight to the bathroom. She gave me an hour, which is fine, I guess. At least it’s something. 
 
      
 
    Mom drops me off five minutes before 4:00pm. I managed to get home to shower quickly and change my outfit; skinny jeans with a large grey sweater. I managed to get a little makeup on and, going for a natural look, I let my long black hair air dry. The natural waves roll over my shoulders and down my back to my waist. 
 
    During the movie, I had refused to look Keith in the eye, but I could feel his blue eyes burning holes in me. It’s hard to focus on the movie when you knew that someone was staring at you the whole time. Every time I glanced over at him, I’d find his blue eyes, denim in the dark, staring at me and his lips would curve upwards into a smile when he’d notice I was looking at him. 
 
    I pick up my bag from the backseat of the car along with my heavy biology textbook and a three-ring binder stuffed with notes. “Remember,” mom says, “I’ll be here to pick you up at 5:00pm sharp, alright? I’m just going to run some errands while I wait,” 
 
    “Yes, mom, I’ve got it.” I hug her goodbye, jump out of the car and walk into the Newly Brew coffee shop. My phone is already in my hand as I push through the door, hearing the tinkling noise of the little brass bell that hangs above the door. I’m sending a text to Keith when a young lady asks me if I’m Vidya. I nod, and she ushers me to follow her and escorts me to a table at the far corner of the shop, close enough to see the kitchen but far enough from the main seating area that it’s nice and private. Keith’s already waiting for me there, sitting in his denim jacket with a brown button up shirt that’s only half buttoned, revealing the black undershirt. His long bangs hang over his forehead as he is looking down at his phone. 
 
    “Hi,” I say, taking my seat opposite him at the table. His head whips up, and he tucks his phone into his jacket. He smiles. His chin is dark with two-day stubble. The waitress informs us that she’ll be back to take our orders in a moment and leaves us alone. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he says, I could feel the heat spreading in my cheeks as I grin. He looks handsome. More than handsome, he looks hot as hell, and I would like nothing more than to be cuddling with him right now. I push that thought aside. 
 
    “Thanks,” I answer. “You don’t look half bad yourself,” I say as casually as I can. He holds in a laugh, his stubbled cheeks puffing out. 
 
    “We better start planning for our science fair project then. We only get an hour, right?” Keith muses, interlacing his hands on the table top. 
 
    “Yes, we do. So, we better get to it then,” I say and drop my textbook on the table. It makes a loud thud. His eyes grow wide. 
 
    “I was only kidding you know,” he says smoothly. 
 
    “Oh, really,” I tease. “Well I wasn’t,” I start to rummage in my backpack for my pencil case, but Keith’s laugh stops me. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” he warns, wagging a finger at me. At that moment, our waitress returns to take our order. Keith asks for a mocha latte, and I get the iced macchiato. 
 
    Once our waitress leaves, we dive back to our conversation. “You heard me Vidya,” he looks at me again, “Don’t you dare, like hell we’re actually going to waste an hour on biology. I’m not even in your class I’m in AP. Now chemistry, that’s a whole other topic,” he says and smirks at me. His eyes seem to hold a smile of their own as they sparkle in the dim light. 
 
    “Feeling a little bold today, huh,” I mock. The waitress slides back into view and sets the drinks down. I let my tongue flick around the straw, pulling it into my mouth. I take a sip of my drink and look him in the eyes as I’m doing it. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” he says. His voice suddenly rough as he adjusts his position in his seat, “Still, I’d like to know why you ignored me today?” 
 
    “I wasn’t ignoring you,” I say innocently as I twiddle the straw between my fingers. I glance away, but he catches my eye and gives me a look, cocking his head to one side. “Yes, you were, and I know why,” he states, “Because of Brad, I know. I get it, really,” he says and shrugs his shoulders, “Still, would it be so bad to be seen with me? It shouldn’t bother you, what other people say.” 
 
    “I know, but Brad’s really hurt. He can’t even look me in the eyes. I really hurt him.” I say. I blame myself. I should have come up with another way to dump him. I dumped him. That’s what I did even if I didn’t think I was at the time. I dumped Bradley Davis. It was a hard truth to swallow. 
 
    “No, you didn’t. Bradley hurt himself. You told him the truth. You can’t force yourself to be with someone you don’t want to be. If he wants to continue acting like you’re the villain, that’s his fault. You told him you wanted to stay friends, but he clearly didn’t get the message. Or he doesn’t care,” he says emphatically. 
 
    I nod. I know Keith is right, but still, it hurts. Opening my textbook, I put on a smile, “So, about this AP class, Mr Smarty pants?” 
 
      
 
    Our hour ends faster than we realised and a message from my mom lets me know she is already waiting outside. Keith pays for our coffee and hands the waitress a tip, which she happily accepts. 
 
    Keith tries to interlace his fingers with mine, but I pull away. I don’t want my mother to see us yet since she doesn’t know that Bradley and I aren’t together anymore. Keith makes a face and starts to say something, but I butt in, “Earlier before I got here, you told the waitress my name and what I looked like, didn’t you?” 
 
    He’s looking at the floor when he answers me, “I did,” he says. I smile, “So you’ve been looking at me long enough to memorise what I look like?” I ask. He nods slowly. I grin, “I don’t know if I should be flattered or creeped out by that,” I said with a laugh. Keith frowned for a second before he realised, I was joking and places a hand on my elbow to steer me outside. As we step out to the parking lot, I see my mother is indeed waiting for me. As we walk, I can feel Keith’s hand slide to the small of my back, and I force myself to suppress a smile. Keith looks down at me, and I know that he knows I’m trying to hide the blush I can feel creeping up the back of my neck and into my cheeks. I just hope my mom doesn’t notice. 
 
    Once at my mom’s car, I open the back seat and toss my backpack and textbook onto the backseat. “Remember to read chapter twenty before you start your half of the project, okay? I don’t want to get a bad grade if you fail to hold up your end of the assignment,” I say before I forget that my mom thought this was a study-date and not a date-date. 
 
    He smiles, “I won’t forget,” he says. I get into the car, and as mom starts the engine, I catch Keith throw a wink my way. I stick my tongue out at him, which produces a laugh from him. 
 
      
 
    As mom pulls the car away, I can’t help but smile. It was a good afternoon. I lean against the window and watch as the sun starts to go down. Dipping behind the mountains, it casts vibrant shades of yellow, orange, and lava red that bleed into purple and dark blue. I watch how its colour begins to vanish from the sky, finally leaving it a uniform hue of infinite midnight blue. I’m happy, days like these are bliss. I wish every day would be like this, but that would be like waiting for a river without any rain. 
 
    My mom interrupts my daydreaming, “He’s cute,” my mom says her attention clear on the road. “He’s cuter than Brad,” she admits as her lips twitch up into a smile. 
 
    I guess this is a better time than any to tell her that Brad and I aren’t together anymore, not like we were really anything in the first place. 
 
    “Mom, about Brad,” I begin. 
 
    “Let me guess you aren’t together anymore? And that young man back there is your...what do you kids call them these days, your new bae?” she asks. I burst out laughing, “Oh my god. Mom. Never say that word again!” 
 
    My mom smiles, keeping her eyes on the road, “Honey, I used to be a teenager too, you know. I know about these things,” she says, “At least he is cute. I knew this wasn’t just for studying. Though, I hope you got at least some studying done?” she questioned. I glanced at her, of course, we didn’t, “Yeah, we did,” I say. I spent the next few minutes telling my mom about our plans for the science project. Keith might not be in my class, but he did give me some excellent ideas to share with Amanda.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “It’s Saturday, Saturday, Saturday—” I tried to hit that high note, but sadly I am no America Sings finalist. Although it is Saturday, I’ve got no plans to get out. I plan to just sit on my ass, eat popcorn, and binge watch Netflix. I know where all my friends will be, though, because they already gave me grief about not wanting to go. Amanda begged me to go with her, but I just wasn’t interested. Tonight, is the Senior Party. During their last year of high school, a huge party is held before Christmas break and then again right before graduation. From what I’ve heard, it can get pretty wild. I heard that last year a guy got so drunk that he climbed up the roof of a nearby house and fell off. He broke his arm and, if it weren’t for one of his friends who was a designated driver, there would have been an ambulance on its way to break up the party. Crazy, stupid shit like that is why I never went to big parties even when I was invited by my cousin Kathy. I just didn’t think it was a good idea and sitting around watching TV sounded like more fun, plus Bradley might be there. 
 
    I danced into the kitchen, still wearing my pyjamas, and reached into the cabinet to get a bowl and some cereal for breakfast. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I grinned and opened the cereal box with one hand while I checked my messages with the other. It was Keith, I mean I already knew it was, but it still excited me. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: You’re coming with me to the Senior Party. No excuses. 
 
    Vee: I am not going anywhere near that party. 
 
    Agent Keith: I didn’t ask you if you wanted to go. I said you are coming with me. 
 
    Vee: Keith, don’t make this more complicated than it has to be. I said N-O. 
 
    Agent Keith: And I can’t actually hear you. Vidya, learn to live a little. One party is not going to kill you. 
 
    Vee: Keith, parties aren’t really my scene. 
 
    Agent Keith: Which is precisely why you should go. With me. You’re too much of a homebody. 
 
    Vee: You’re one to talk. You devour books like it’s your source of food. I’ve seen you in the library. Reading those books with big words. So, don’t pretend you don’t. 
 
    Agent Keith: Have you been stalking me? 
 
    Agent Keith: You need to dirty up that squeaky-clean image of yours. 
 
    Vee: Honestly, Keith, I don’t understand you most times. 
 
    Agent Keith: Are you still trying to figure me out? 
 
    Vee: Yes 
 
    Agent Keith: I told you not to do that 
 
    Vee: Well, too bad, I am. 
 
    Agent Keith: Great then, I’ll be there to pick you up at 7 
 
    Vee: I’ll walk. Party is at the house just a few blocks away from mine. I can manage on my own. 
 
    Agent Keith: So, you are coming then. Great, I’ll see you at 7. 
 
      
 
    My jaw falls open. Shit! Did I just agree to go to this stupid party? Yes, I did. I can’t believe it. But now I would have to convince my parents to let me go. I threw my head back in exasperation, dry cereal in one hand with a spoon in the other, and dragged my bunny-slippered feet across the linoleum into the living room. Mom sat with her tablet with her finger poised to tap at the screen. 
 
    “Hey mom, how’s it going?” She ignores me. I take a seat next to her. Wiggling down into the soft cushions. Dipping my spoon into the cereal, I raise it to my mouth and take a massive bite of the dry cereal. I chewed slowly, letting each kernel of rice puffs crack between my teeth. Mom looked over her tablet at me. If looks could kill. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asks, annoyed. I grin. She hates when I do that. 
 
    “That obvious, huh?” I ask. Cereal spills from my mouth. Mom makes a face, wrinkling her nose as her lips curl in disgust. I wipe the crumbles away. 
 
    “I’m your mother. I know what that tone means. It means. So, where do you want to go?” she asks eyeing me. 
 
    I don’t want to make a habit out of lying, so I’ll tell her the truth. I drop the spoon back into the bowl, “A party, a senior party, tonight. And before you say anything, please, mom? You know I never go to parties, but please I’m in junior in high school. I want to say that at least I went to one party in my lifetime,” I beg. My mom stares at me. I can see she’s thinking about it because one eyebrow is quirked, and the dimples in her cheeks stand out more as she clucks her tongue. She turns back to her tablet and starts to watch a video. 
 
    I take another bite of cereal. 
 
    The crunch of it makes my mom flinch. 
 
    Another bite. 
 
    I chew it nice and slow. 
 
    She turns to me, dropping the tablet onto her leg, 
 
    “Alright! Stop it. I’m fine with it, but when your father gets home, you still have to ask him as well, if he says yes then I say yes,” she says getting up from the sofa and disappearing upstairs. 
 
    “Alright, thanks, mom,” I yell after her. I seem calm, but inside I’m giddy. 
 
      
 
    After finishing up my dry cereal, I head to my room to pick out some possible party attire. My dad will be home from work in a few hours, so I have plenty of time to decide what I want to wear. Opening my closet door, I start rummaging through all my draws and shove hangers of clothing aside. I wanted to look perfect but casual. I wanted people to remember that I was Vidya Fletcher and that I was one of them now. I would leave behind the prude, rich-bitch, image everyone had created once and for all. After trying on a few outfits and rejecting them promptly, I dig out a cropped black camisole top with lace around the hem and a pair of washed out denim with the knees cut up. I snatch my favourite over-sized purple hoodie to wear over it all and pair the entire outfit with my black sneakers. I was feeling good about myself. I lay everything out on the bed, and take a seat at my desk to read a little while I wait for my dad to arrive. 
 
      
 
    I hear the car tires crunch up the driveway, so I run outside to help dad with the groceries. “Ah, here comes my helper,” he greets me with a kiss on the cheek and hands me the grocery bags. 
 
    “Hey dad, how was your day?” I ask as we walk in sync to the front door. 
 
    “Honestly, a pretty slow day.” My dad works as a pharmaceutical tech. He keeps track of the entire inventory, making sure all the products are delivered to the right places on the day they were promised. So, he mainly works behind the scenes, sitting at his desk on the computer all day. 
 
    “That’s good,” I smile. 
 
    “What about you, how was your start to the weekend?” Dad couldn’t have asked a better question at a better time. 
 
    “Well,” I start to say, my voice pinched with excitement. “It’s great and all, but what would make this the highlight of my weekend, would be going to the senior party tonight at seven?” 
 
    “A party, huh,” he’s silent for a few seconds. “You spoke to your mother already?” he asks. I nod. “Okay, you can go, but curfew is at ten o’clock, no exceptions,” 
 
    “I can live with that. Thank you, dad!” Grinning, I place the groceries on the kitchen counter and reach out to give him a hug. Wrapping my arms tightly around him, I squeezed, “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 
    “Do you need a ride?” he asks as I run to my room to get ready. 
 
    “No, it’s alright, it’s close by. I’ll walk.” I yell from the stairs. 
 
    Nearly an hour later and I’m dressed and ready to go. I put my hair up in a ponytail. I had curled my hair a little because it was looking kind of frizzy on the ends where the henna dye needs to be freshened up. Maybe I’ll ask mom to help me tomorrow with it? The long black strands are lovely and shiny, a natural gift of my moms’ Indian heritage, and the small gold stud of my nose ring rests in the crease at the top of my left nostril. I say bye to my parents; they give me the typical parental warning. No drinking, no drugs and absolutely no sex. Their speech adds another twenty minutes before I finally step out the door and start to walk.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    It’s unusually warm outside. I’m glad I chose to wear the camisole beneath my sweater since I’ve already pulled the bulky thing off my body. I carry it over one arm, I’ll need it later. Even though it is already well into fall, the weather couldn’t seem to decide if it was summer or fall. The warm air was already making me regret the jeans I chose to wear, but I knew that by the time it started to get dark, it’d cool off enough I’d be glad I chose the jeans and kept the sweater. As I walk, I begin to think about what the party will be like. I really hope that there’s someone else besides Keith there that I know. I honestly don’t know how I’m going to be around him. It’s literally the fact that if someone sees me with him, word will get around to Brad; whom might lead him to think that I’ve had something going on with Keith while I was with him. He and everyone else would think it was too quick for there not to have been something going on behind his back. I know Keith told me to forget all that, but it’s hard; especially at a small school where everyone was watching you all the time. Our lives were big time in this small-time town. 
 
    I try to defog my mind from all my thoughts, clouding it. There’s no way I’m going to enjoy the party if I continue stressing about the possible outcomes. It’s best if I remain calm and ease myself into the party mood. I mean, it’s my first party! Come on, girl get excited. 
 
    At the end of my street, I make a left down the sidewalk. From here it’s just ten houses away. I can already see the cars lined up on both sides of the street. I can already hear music thrumming through the air, making me put a little dance to my step. I continue my steady pace. 
 
    The skin on the back of my neck begins to prickle. 
 
    I feel like someone’s watching me. 
 
    I turn around and per down the street, but there’s no one there. Maybe it’s just me being paranoid. I shake my head, turn on my heel, and keep walking. As I get closer, I still feel like there are prying eyes on me. I stop again and take a look at my surroundings. The sun isn’t down yet, so the street lights aren’t on. 
 
    No one is outside. 
 
    The birds are signing, and a light breeze carries leaves across the pavement. 
 
    Everything seems fine. 
 
    Then why do I still feel like someone’s watching me? I make my way down the last row of houses until I spot a red Volkswagen parked down the side of the road. The hood is crunched in on one side. That’s Keith’s car. I’ve seen him arrive at school in it a few times driving it. I make my way towards it, pulling out my phone so I could call him and let him know that I’ve arrived. 
 
    He picks up on the first ring as I continue to stare down the opposite street, “What are you looking at? I’m the only thing you should be looking for. Turn around,” he says in a sultry voice; deep and throaty. I do as told and watch as the driver’s side window of his car rolls down, revealing Keith still sitting inside. I jog the rest of the way down the street, stopping at his car and leaning into the window. 
 
    “You haven’t gone in?” I ask, walking around to the other side and opening the passenger door. I slide onto the seat next to him. It smells of warm leather and cologne of sea spray and sand. It’s like the summer never left this tiny space. 
 
    “I was waiting for you,” he says, leaning through the window to give me a hug. 
 
    He retracts back to his seat quickly, “I honestly thought you weren’t coming,” he says. 
 
    “Really?” I laugh, “I wasn’t. Until you desperately begged me to come, I had no other choice. I knew you’d languish here in lonely misery without me.” I say with a grin. 
 
    “Do you really think I’d do that? Should I remind you that I’m one of the most popular guys here? I’m the real life of the party,” he counteracts. I feign being insulted and lean away from him and toss my hair over one shoulder, 
 
    “Really now, so why didn’t you just go inside and find another girl to be your arm piece?” I ask, crossing my arms and arching an eyebrow. 
 
    A few moments of silence pass. We’re staring at each other. Neither of us making a move or saying a word to break the thrilling silence. Another minute passes, and I sigh, shrugging. I don’t know how long we plan to stay inside the car, but I’ve only got three hours before I’ve got to go home and I plan to go have some fun. I pull on the handle to open the door, and Keith reaches across my lap. He grabs the handle and pulls the door shut on me. I face him with a playful smile on my lips, but it melts away. 
 
    His entire demeanour has changed. The sky-blue eyes are covered in dark clouds, and his lips are curved up into a smirk. His eyes flick over me, taking in the bare skin of my waist, the space above my breasts. Roving up towards my neck and settling on my mouth. His tongue darts between his lips to moisten his mouth as he swallows loud enough that I can hear it. 
 
    “Keith,” I say, keeping my voice strong and steady. I won’t stutter. “Let’s go inside, I came to the party to have some fun. Not to stay cooped up in your car.” He continues to look at me. And then, as if it had never happened, his eyes soften and he smiles. That was strange. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he says as he opens the door to the driver’s side, and walks out. I keep my eyes on him as he walks around the car, to the passenger side, and opens the door for me. He extends a hand out to me, and I politely take it. I start to walk ahead of him, the sweater in hand, but he pulls on the waistband of my jeans, staggering me back. With a grin, he lifts my hand and laces his fingers between mine. Are we about to walk into the party like this, hand in hand? Sure, this will certainly not raise eyebrows. Just enjoy the moment, don’t be afraid. I remind myself. 
 
    We walk into the party with our hands still interlaced, and there are several pairs of eyes on us the moment we pass through the entrance. The music is playing loud enough that everyone has to raise their voices to hear each other, which only adds to the noise. 
 
    “Yo, Keith!” I hear someone shout. “Bro, you made it,” It’s one of Keith’s friends. I’ve seen them hang out a few times, but I’d never actually met him. He raises his voice, trying to make sure Keith can hear him over the constant din, “I wasn’t sure you were coming, dude,” he gives Keith a light pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “Man, you know I wouldn’t miss a Senior party,” Keith answers smoothly. I watch as the two exchange a handshake with way too many steps and complicated gestures involved. They break apart, and the new guy looks me up and down. I smile, trying my best to not seem awkward. 
 
    “And who is this,” he gestures towards me, “I think I’ve seen you around, but I could be mistaken.” 
 
    “This is Vidya, she’s a junior,” Keith says proudly as he wraps an arm around my shoulders, “And she’s with me,” he says with finality. My eyes widen, and I squeeze my lips together. I didn’t expect him to just be so blunt about it. Plus, was I with him? Maybe he just meant that I was with him as a friend. New guy holds out a hand, and we shake politely. 
 
    “Nice to meet you Vidya, I’m Ashton, welcome to my abode,” says Keith’s friend. He waves an arm through the air, “Food and drinks are in the kitchen back that way, and toilets are upstairs. The only room off limits is my parents at the very end of the hall,” he smiles. I wonder if his parents are home. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, practically yelling at him as the music gets louder. 
 
      
 
    All we’ve been doing so far is greeting each and every one of Keith’s friends. I didn’t expect him to have so many. And I didn’t expect that a large part of parties wasn’t so much the having fun part so much as keeping up appearances, catching up on who was with whom, catching up on gossip about other kids or talking about teacher drama. I manage to lug Keith out to the back of the house, away from the growing crowd of noisy teens. A few couples dotting the grass here and there in the enclosed back yard but not enough to annoy or bother us. It’s peaceful actually. We take a seat on a patch of grass; the sun is long set, and the chilly air has come back. I wiggle into my sweater and sit down with Keith on the grass. I cross my legs and turn to face him. 
 
    “Keith,” I begin, “Can I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Always, what’s on your mind?” he faces me. 
 
    “What are we?” I ask. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, are we friends or are we dating, what the hell are we, Keith?” I might have raised my voice a bit too high on those last six words. Two of the couples near us, turn their heads and glare. I make an apologetic face and wave at them. The girl made a face and turns her back on me, I recognised her as Lorelei Jennings. She could be a bitch. 
 
    “I don’t know how to answer that,” Keith stands up unexpectedly, “I have no idea how I feel about you, Vee. All I know is that your very presence makes me want to explode. I look at you, and I feel like I could, would, do anything just to be next to you. I want so many things Vee, and I can’t have them,” he turns around and starts walking back into the house. 
 
    “Keith!” I yell, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To play the game that started it all,” he answers, “You in?” 
 
    I jump to my feet and run after him. I wasn’t going to miss this. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so these are the rules of tonight’s Truth or Dare extreme edition,” its Keith’s friend Ashton who’s in charge of the game. “Tonight’s game includes a bit of gambling. Ya’ know, just for some extra stakes, you’re less likely to not follow through if you’ve got something tangible to lose,” he says with a wicked smile. The music has been turned down, and over a dozen people are clustered together in a circle, and a dozen more are gathered up to watch. The lights have been dimmed for effect. A few kids brandish glow sticks that give off eerie blue and green lights. Ashton continues laying out the rules, 
 
    “We can each place bets on the other when it’s time to do a dare. The minimal bet placed is a dollar in round one, five in round two and ten in round three,” Whoa, that’s a lot. Good thing I bought a twenty with me. I listen to the rules being repeated again for a few stragglers that decide to join in. There are now nearly three dozen teenagers crammed into the living room of Ashton’s house. 
 
    “We lay money on the table with a note that says either F-A-I-L or G-O-O-D. Fail means that they either turn down the dare or have forfeited. Meaning they do the dare, but not how it was stated. Good, means they win their cash. Now we’re doing it all anonymously that way nobody here gets offended if their best friend or girlfriend, or whatever, bets against them,” he rubs his hands together and holds up a pad of sticky notes and some ink pens, “Are we all clear on the first part of the rules.”? The entire group hollers out a loud yes. A few especially loud cheers make my ears hurt, and I creep my fingers up to the sides of my face and cover them with my palms. 
 
    “Great! That’s what I like to hear. Now since I know some girls would rather answer truth all the time, that’s why we each have an expiration card. You’re only allowed two truths per every round, and I will be keeping track, for a total of three rounds. Now for the dares,” he pauses dramatically, and his captive audience leans in, “Our dares are not kiss the dude next to you, or go into the closet with your ex; none of that bullshit. That shits for babies,” 
 
    I look around the room, everyone’s eyes are on Ashton, and not a single peep is uttered. The guy knows how to put on a real show. 
 
    “Nah, that’s why we have a panel of judges,” he gestures towards the two boys and two girls at my left. They wave their hands at everyone, smiling, “Before you ask the dare, you have to whisper it to our panel of judges. They will evaluate if your dare is worthy of our entertainment. This isn’t elementary school; vanilla doesn’t exist here. So finally, if you absolutely refuse to do a dare, you lose all the money that you had won, and it is transferred to our panel of judges. They get to ring in the dough for all the chickens out there. So, let’s stop yapping and let’s start round one!” he finishes, and everyone begins to cheer. Okay, now I’m scared. 
 
      
 
    The game takes off, and everyone’s eager for their turn, except me. I may have played last time in the gym, but this is extreme Truth or Dare, and I’m just not an extreme person. And Keith, after what happened last time, he’d said he swore off playing games like this. So why is he playing now? He’s been acting weird tonight. He seemed aggravated by my question earlier. I get that it’s a tricky question to have an answer, but still. Right now, all he has given me is some excuse that my very presence makes him feel like blowing up, interesting for sure, but I need something more concrete. The shout of Keith’s name pulls me from my thoughts. He sits there, looking at me with those deep blue eyes. A smile spreads slowly across his face. Everyone is quiet, practically holding their breath as they lean in to listen. I know that look, he’s going to choose dare. 
 
    He smiles at me again, “I choose truth,” 
 
    I sit back straight and arch an eyebrow. That was different. Everyone starts to talk amongst themselves, guessing what his questioner might ask him about. Who is it anyway? Oh my god, are you kidding me? The guy sitting across from Keith is Michael Kelvich, my middle school crush. He attended Preston Preparatory with me but we never really clicked. By the time I became a Sophomore in high school, I’d forgotten about him completely. 
 
    Michael remains quiet for a while. He narrows his eyes and tilts his head first to one side to the other as he paces back and forth. Chin in one hand. Contemplating his question, “Keith,” he announces, his voice bold as he leans back on his hands, “Have you told your gorgeous friend about your past?” I cock my head to the side, what is he talking about? I look at Michael, his expression is blank. Dark even. 
 
    “What are you referring to exactly?” Keith questions with confidence. He stands and crosses his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I’m referring to the time you raped a girl,” 
 
    The room went quiet with bated breath. A few people, girls mostly, began to whisper amongst themselves. They eyed Keith. They eyed me. My body goes cold. My eyes search involuntarily for Keith’s. He looks down at me, his face is strangely wooden and unreadable. Is what Michael said true? Did Keith really do something so unthinkable? 
 
    I close my eyes and go back, internally analysing his intense behaviours, the constant shift between personalities. His variations in mood. I don’t know what to believe. I want to think that none of it is true that these guys are just messing with him. Is what Brad wrote true? Is that what he was trying to warn me about? 
 
    Keith gets up, pushing past everyone as he walks away in furry; the anger clearly visible on his face. It practically trails behind him through the air. One of the girls who’s playing calls out the first quits of the night, “I can’t play this game with a possible rapist,” she says, the last word comes out thick with venom. I turn and glare at her and then at Michael. I want to follow after Keith, but I’m not sure if he wants my company. And I’m not entirely sure I wanted his. I feel so conflicted I don’t know what to think of anything anymore. Maybe I should just walk home. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and clenched my fists together at my sides, “Honestly—screw this. I’m going after Keith. I quit,” I say. I get up on my feet and run in the same direction that Keith went. Pushing through the circle of onlookers. I hoped I could catch up to him. That he hadn’t left the party yet. 
 
    “Keith!” I start to yell, “Keith?” no answer. I make my way out of the living room and back through the dining area. The table is piled with food and drink and a couple of drunk teens making out. The music is turned up so loud in this part of the house that I can’t even hear myself. Plus, its hot from all the bodies squeezed into such tiny spaces. Smoke from a fog machine rolls across the floor while cigarette smoke is making the air warm and heavy. It’s suffocating. I head outside. He’s nowhere to be seen, “Keith!” I shout again. I run back into the house, to the front door, and outside once again. His car is still here, so didn’t leave. 
 
    I head back inside, where could he be? I start asking random people if they’ve seen Keith anywhere. All of them answer with a shrug or a no. Where could he have gone? I look up at the stairs, but I don’t want to be an intruder, searching through other people’s rooms in the house of a family I don’t even know. I should go home. This night went the complete opposite of what I expected. Keith clearly wants to be alone. But how could I leave Keith after what just happened? I owe it to him to hear his side of things. Screw it, I’m going up there to search for him. I rush up the stairs so fast I stumble and nearly fall to the ground, but a firm hand is holding me upright. Guiding me safely up onto the second step. 
 
    “How many drinks have you had?” It’s a familiar voice. Bradley. 
 
    “None actually, I was just in a hurry,” I say, my voice tight. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” he asks as casually as if this was a typical day between us. I cock my head to one side and cross my arms, leaning against the bannister. 
 
    “Oh, so now you’re talking to me?” I say, anger rising in my voice. 
 
    “I guess I am,” he says gently. He takes a sip from whatever it is that’s in the red plastic cup he’s holding. It smells strong. I didn’t take him for a drinker. I glare at him, 
 
    “What? Punching that mirror gave you a whole new perspective on life?” 
 
    “I never told you, but I have anger issues,” he says calmly and seemingly unbothered by my question. Yup, he has to have been drinking. It must have helped take the edge off his mood. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that when Ethan came blaming me for your outburst in the bathroom. Bradley I really do want to talk to you, but can it wait? Can we continue this conversation on Monday? At school? I mean if you are going to keep talking to me again that is,” 
 
    “Vidya, can we just talk honestly—” 
 
    I cut it in, “I was honest with you!” 
 
    “Honest, really honest,” he says, disbelief sitting on the tip of his tongue. “Come on, let’s take a seat and clear the air between us,” he says and sits down on the bottom step. He stretches out his hand, offering to help me down. I hesitate at first but finally give in, letting him take my hand as I step down and settle next to him. I’ll give Keith a bit more time to cool off. And I did owe Bradley a chance to talk things over. I really did want to keep being his friend. 
 
    “You look great. Really,” Brad says, glancing at me from the corners of his eyes. He takes another sip from his cup and turn to look at me, “Was it something that I did?” 
 
    “No, Brad, I already told you that wasn’t the case,” 
 
    “I’m too immature, aren’t I,” he states. I look at him, unsure of what I should say. He continued, “I’m sorry. I really am working on it. I just somehow view life as a game, like a kid, I guess. One that just wants to win at it,” he takes my hand and squeezes my fingers between his. “Vee, I want to be the man you want me to be. If you would consider giving me another chance, please?” 
 
    I don’t know what to answer him, because the problem is that I don’t have any feelings for Bradley at all. Not anymore. Not like that anyway. My feelings are at an all-consuming level for Keith. 
 
    Keith, a guy I hardly know. 
 
    A guy that isn’t like Bradley in any way. 
 
    A guy that I barely know and barely understand. 
 
    A guy with a history that I might not want to know about but absolutely need to know. We both look up as a shadow passed over us. It’s from Michael. I narrow my eyes and stare up at him. It’s taking all my willpower not to grab Brad’s drink and toss it in Michaels’ face. 
 
    “Vidya,” he takes a seat opposite me, squatting down on the floor and pressing his hands together. “How have you been? Long time no see,” he asks, as casual as if we had met in Walmart. 
 
    Is he seriously asking me that? 
 
    I look from Brad to Michael. 
 
    Wait a minute, is this an intervention? The fuck? 
 
    “Good,” I say curtly with a nod. 
 
    “That’s great,” he doesn’t acknowledge Brad at all. His eyes are only on me. “I’m going to get a refill,” Brad announces, tilting his cup in a salute as he gets up and disappears in the crowd of kids. I look around. I don’t want to be alone with this guy. He was a creep when we were in middle school, there was a good reason we never clicked. When I was fourteen, he tried to talk me into having sex with him, but I wouldn’t do it. But somehow, he managed to get me to do a few other things that I really didn’t want to think about right now. 
 
    He watches me and then stands suddenly, turning to drop down onto the step next to me. He scoots closer. So close that I’m trapped against the bannister. One of the metal bars digs painfully into my hip and shoulder. I make a face when he drapes an arm over my shoulder. His hand is on my breast. He squeezes. Gently at first but then he slips his fingers down into the top of my camisole, and he’s fondling my breast, rolling it around until it’s cupped in his palm. I feel like throwing up. I can’t believe this is happening. I shouldn’t have come here. I should have just stayed home. This is why I don’t go to these parties. Oh. My. God. What do I do? 
 
    “You want to know something—” his begins, his voice right in my ear. I swallow hard, glancing at him and trying my best to pretend he isn’t touching me. He is now looking at me with those dark eyes of his. They seem to pull me inside out in front of everyone. Revealing the awful things, I wanted to keep secret. They burrowed into my head as he spoke, “The fact that a slut like you would be out with a rapist like him, just makes this all the more interesting.” 
 
    “Excuse me? No, I’m not doing this,” I reach up and grab his wrist, squeezing it as I try to remove his hand. Michael squeezes my breast. I let out a small yelp and grind my teeth together. I can feel tears threatening to push their way out and down my face. No, don’t show him it hurts. I tell myself, don’t let him know how scared you are. 
 
    “You were so easy to manipulate. I so effortlessly tricked you into doing it. To think you’d actually thought that a blowjob meant we were dating? As if I’d ever date a slutty girl like you, you’re pathetic,” he grinds me against the metal bars and begins squeezing my breast harder, “Look at you trembling, you practically want me to fuck you. You shouldn’t have come here—” 
 
    “Get the fuck off her,” Michael and I turn our heads. It’s Keith, his eyes are bloodshot and full of rage. Michael looks up at him, dumbfounded. “Did you not hear me?” he repeats, “I said, get your hands off of her!” Keith grabs hold of Michael’s shirt, jerks his hand out of mine and turns him around. Forcing him over the back of the sofa nearby he pulls Michaels arm up against his back, twisting his hand and pushing him down with his other hand on his neck. Michael groans in pain as Keith leans down, his mouth close to Michaels’ ear, “Who the fuck do you think you are? How do you know those things about me?” he roars. 
 
    Then, it’s true? He raped a girl? 
 
    “Vee, go!” Keith yells, and that’s precisely what I do. I crash into Brad again as he was about to walk into the room and accidentally end up spilling his drink all over him. The brown cola mix soaks into his blue shirt, spreading like an ugly wound. His mouth opens in surprise, 
 
    “Brad, I’m so sorry,” I gasp. 
 
    “Vee, it’s alright,” he says wiping at his ruined shirt, “Is something wrong?” he asks, scanning my face. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” I don’t want to talk about any of this with him. 
 
    I ran out of that room so fast I barely had time to process what was happening. I could hear yelling and cheering coming from behind me. The sound of flesh and bone hitting against each other. Could the fight still be going on? Out of impulse, I turn around. It was already over. It’s funny how in movies everything is in slow motion. You see every punch being thrown, every kick, ever dodge. But in reality, it happens so fast it’s over in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I spot Michael. He’s already got a napkin shoved up his nose and a cut on his lip. Bruises are already forming across his temple and chin; his eyes are red. Where’s Keith? I look around the room. Michael catches my presence. His face contorts angrily, and he opens his mouth to say something, but I run away before he gets a chance to come after me. 
 
    I’m at the last step of the staircase when I see some girl banging on the bathroom door. “Get the fuck out already, I’ve got to pee!” she says. Her voice is slurred. Definitely drunk. Maybe on drugs. 
 
    “Who’s in there?” I ask the girl, pointing to the bathroom door. 
 
    “I don’t know some guy, I think. He looked really messed up,” she said, coughs, and then turns and throws up over the side of the stair rail. I make a face; it smells awful, and the girl sits down on the top stair and moans. I hear movement from inside the bathroom. My instincts tell me its Keith. I knock on the door, “Keith is that you?” I ask. 
 
    “Go away!” his voice resonates through the door. 
 
    “Keith, can I come in? Please, Keith, unlock the door,” I plead. I hear the click of the lock turning. I push the door immediately. I step inside and there he is, sitting on the closed toilet seat, his head in his hands. 
 
    “Keith,” I kneel in front of him, trying to remove his hands from his face, so I could see him. I grab hold of both of his wrists, and pull his arms down, revealing his bruised face. A cut on his temple is bleeding. Tears are still visibly running down his face. His knuckles are bruised and broken. Blows must have been exchanged, “Keith, please talk to me.” 
 
    I unroll a wad of toilet paper and press it to the cut. Keith winces and opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. Instead of saying anything, he reels me in for a hug. His head buried in the crook of my neck. I feel the moist tears rolling down his face, my camisole soaking them in. He pulls his head back, 
 
    “What the fuck? Michael, he did this, didn’t he?” he growls. I look down and see what he’s talking about. Bruises are already spreading across my chest where Michael had touched me. I shake my head, “It’s okay. You already dealt with him,” I say gently. Keith stares at me, his eyes dark pools of the unknown. 
 
    “Why is this happening again?” he says in between sobs. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I say, lifting his head up to meet my eyes. I press my thumbs to his face, wiping away some of his tears; his eyes trace over my face, flicking over my features like he’s trying to drink them in and remember them forever, “It’s going to be okay, really,” I reassure him again, each word coming out of my mouth slowly and with extra force behind them. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he starts tearing up again. “I lied to you, I lied. I should have told you the truth,” he’s sobbing, and I hate seeing him in this condition, I have to do something. He continues, “I should have told you the truth, the real truth—” You know how in movies when the girl doesn’t shut up, the guy always ends up kissing her to do so. This is one of those moments, only it’s when the girl kisses the guy. 
 
    My lips press lightly against his. He’s stunned, but he doesn’t pull away. He leans into the kiss. And the kiss goes from being a sweet, gentle one to one of absolute desire. Leaving me breathless as his tongue slides into my mouth. That’s when I feel it, a spark that ignites into a flame. The heat is intense. We both pull back just for a second, staring at each other. I smile. He smiles back. Our mouths to crash together once again. I lift my body up from my crouched position, leaning against the door, and Keith practically leaps off the toilet. He presses his body against the length of mine, pushing my legs apart with one knee as we kiss again and again. His hands begin to trace my back, trail through my hair and up to my neck before traipsing their way back down to grip my hips as we grind our bodies together. We are thoroughly absorbed in each other when a knock on the door breaks us out of the reverie, “Ignore it,” I say against his lips. He smiles against mine and nods, “No problem,” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    That was hot and intense and super unexpected. Keith walks to the door; I’m left stunned for a moment. He’s close to opening it, but he hesitates. His hand is on the doorknob, eyes closed. He doesn’t unlock it. My mind rushes back to that text message Keith wrote to me about our first game of truth or dare; if I’d kissed you, I don’t think I could have stopped. We are both in deep now. 
 
    Although he may have locked the door, he hasn’t moved away from it. Almost like he’s waiting for someone to try and open it from the other side. Or he’s waiting for me to resist. 
 
    I take a step towards him, “Keith,” I say his name almost like a cry for help. He doesn’t move. Not even an inch. It’s like he doesn’t even notice that I’m there. That I am standing right behind him. 
 
    I don’t know if I should hug him, or say something else, or do anything for that matter. Should I address what went on a few minutes ago? Should I talk about what just happened between us? I’m stuck. 
 
    “Vidya,” there it is his voice as audible as a songbird. “I never should have dragged you into my life,” the words, as he says them, they feel like daggers puncturing my ears, “Everything is a mess, I’m a mess.” 
 
    “Keith,” I press my hand lightly on his shoulder. “What happened?” I want to know everything, but I don’t want to rush him either. It has to come from his mouth, in his own time, on his own terms. 
 
    “I assaulted a girl,” he says. I flinch at how bluntly he says it, but I can hear the strain in his voice. This is as hard for him as it is for me. I don’t say a word as he continues, 
 
    “It was during my freshman year. I used to go to school up north in Abbey Hail.” I nod. I know of Abbey Hail, it’s a small city about two hours away from here. It’s a popular destination for summer break which is funny because all the students in Abbey Hail come down to swim at Millers Lake for their breaks. 
 
    “I was at my first high school party with my older cousins and a few of my friends. I was drunk and high. We were having a good time, you know? Everything was all hazy; some asshole pushed me into this closet with a girl, who was out of her mind wasted. They insisted she wanted it. I didn’t know what I was doing, for me, I was up in the clouds, lost, with no way back. It’s a day that will continue haunting me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    He paused, “After that, we had to move. Her parents brought us to court, but for whatever reason, the girl didn’t want to press charges. We were both the same age so they couldn’t get me for statutory. But everyone knew about it. There were pictures. The press ran the images in the newspaper. My family was humiliated. So we pulled up our roots and moved her, the sleepy little town of Millers Hollow. And now, it’s back to haunt me again. I just can’t get a fucking break,” 
 
    As he’s telling his story, I can’t help but feel anger. This is totally fucked up? He was practically still a child, fifteen at most, and they forced Keith on some poor girl who was in no state to understand what was going on. 
 
    “Keith,” I say about to change the subject. I don’t know what Keith heard between Michael and me, but I’m guessing he heard it all if we went to such lengths to get him away from me. “What did you hear before—” 
 
    “You mean, between that guy I found you with?” 
 
    I answer, “Yes.” 
 
    “I heard enough and saw enough to know that that guy deserved the beating I gave him,” he answers, “and before you say something, remember that he was planning to do way more than just... He’s a sick man.” 
 
    There’s a loud banging on the door, followed by a guy’s voice, “C’mon bro. You’ve been in there like an hour. It’s a fucking bathroom!” We jolt back to life. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I whisper to Keith. He nods, and we proceed to open the door. Only to find a load of people waiting in line, which means the other bathroom is taken as well. 
 
    “I should have known,” I girl yells out from the line. “You know there are bedrooms in the house right,” she says to us. We ignore her and keep walking down the stairs. Until I remember Brad. I search for him between the frenzy of people all around, but I don’t see him anywhere. After all, that’s happened, I’m in no mood to party, and neither is Keith. 
 
    Keith offers to give me a ride home, which I’m thankful for. I don’t think walking back home would have been safe. After the incident with Michael and that strange feeling of eyes on my back when I walked to the party. I just couldn’t do it. If it weren’t for Keith, I’d have ended up calling my parents. That would have been embarrassing. 
 
    Keith opens the passenger door for me; I slide in quickly and wait for him to do the same. We don’t talk, and in less than three minutes, he’s parking right outside my house. I reach my hand out for the door handle slowly, waiting for Keith to stop me like before. But he doesn’t move a muscle. I open the door all the way and step out. “Vidya,” my name barely comes out as a whisper, but I still hear it. 
 
    I stand there facing him, waiting for more words to leave his now parted lips. “This isn’t good,” he says. My eyebrows arch. I have no idea what he’s talking about. He continues, “Earlier, you asked me what we were, and I didn’t have an answer to your question. Now I know. We are nothing, Vidya. We shouldn’t be together in any way, not even as friends.” 
 
    I smile and start to laugh, “What? You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “No,” he says and turns his head to me. His face is like a stone. Not a hint of any emotion behind his eyes. 
 
    “Just go,” he says a little too forceful. I don’t move. I stand there, staring at him and bite on my lower lip. “Just go damn it! I don’t ever want to see you again,” he roars loud enough that it echoes down the street. I’m sure all my neighbours can hear everything, most likely, my parents as well. He beats the heel of his palm against the steering wheel, “I’m dropping out of school. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t even process the sight of you. You drive me insane. You make me sick, Vidya,” he growls. His eyes seem to look right through me. Like I’m not actually here, but still, those last words pierce me in all the critical places. 
 
    He must be joking. 
 
    After everything that happened tonight, he has got to be pulling a nasty joke. 
 
    I feel the tears as they come unbidden and begin to fall down my face. I slam the car door shut, as hard as can, with an angry cry and watch as he drives away. I grab my keys, open the door, and run inside. I don’t even check if my parents are awake or if they heard our fight. I don’t feel like answering questions right now. 
 
    I close and lock my bedroom door behind me. Peeling off the sweater and the camisole I gaze into my bedroom mirror and examine the bruises Michaels’ hand left on my breast. It’s tender and sore to the touch. I wince as I change into a soft shelf-bra and pull on my pyjamas along with a comfortable sweater to cover the bruises. I did not want to have to come up with a lame excuse as to why I had all those bruises. I settle on my bed and dab at the tears that won’t seem to stop flowing and consider grabbing my book to read, but, for the first time ever, I don’t feel like reading. 
 
    What the hell just happened? 
 
    I want to text Brad, see if he’s okay and apologise for disappearing on him, but it’s getting late. I’ll just talk to him tomorrow. As for Keith, we both had a rough night. He probably just needs some time to think things over. After all the things he told me he’s probably scared. 
 
    And never in my life did I think that I’d see Michael ever again, but there he was. Rolling over on my bed, I cry until I finally fall into a fitful sleep. 
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    The early morning sunlight hits my face. I want nothing more than to go back to sleep for the entire day, or even the whole week. Maybe a month. I want nothing more than to wallow in bed forever. But I’ve got homework to finish up and school’s tomorrow. 
 
    My eyes are sore and puffy from crying and looking down, I can see the ugly green and blue bruises where Michael hurt me. I hadn’t really processed everything just yet. The shock of it, and I mean all of it; Keith’s admission, Brads confession, and Michaels’ unwanted advances. But now everything comes flooding in. I push the horrible thoughts away, and instead, I let my mind drift off to that moment between Keith and I. His lips against mine, the way his fingers dug into my hips, the intense feeling of being close to him. His sound his smell his touch. It was more than I ever thought possible. I push my fingers into my cheeks and hold back a squeal of excitement. And then my mind went to his sudden and abrupt coldness last night. The evil thoughts come swarming back, stinging me like angry hornets. 
 
    It’s like he flipped a switch. That’s my only way to describe it. Keith has been hard to get from the beginning. But last night I saw an entirely new side of him. I know it’s because of what happened in the past. I know he didn’t actually mean those horrible things he said to me. He was feeling vulnerable and hurting. He can’t possibly mean what he said about dropping out of school. 
 
      
 
    Monday morning is like a slap to the face. However, I still manage to be dressed and ready by 6:45am. I take a seat at the dining table with a mini-box of cereal in my hands. I pop it open and start to shovel the cereal in my mouth with a hand. 
 
    After I’d made my way downstairs yesterday, mom and dad had bombarded me with questions about the party. Mom wouldn’t let it go, she had to know what happened and kept waggling her eyebrows at me, and making kissy faces along with comments about Brad and Keith. So evidently, I made up a bunch of stuff about dancing and pizza, and party games. Innocent competitions on the Xbox. Under no circumstances would I reveal what had actually happened. And even though today is a bit warm again, I wore a bulky sweater over a long sleeves tee. I didn’t want to risk them seeing the bruises and thinking the worse. I mean, it was almost worse, but it wasn’t so there’s no reason to worry them. 
 
    I finish my cereal in less time than usual, say good-bye to my dad, and wait for my mom inside the car. Deep down, I know I shouldn’t do this, Keith needs more time to cool down, but I desperately need to see if he was serious. I take my phone out of my backpack and quickly message Keith. 
 
      
 
    Vee: Are you coming to school? 
 
      
 
    Out of everything I could have thought of, really? No ‘Hello, how are you doing’, or a ‘good mornings or ‘are you alright?’. No, a flat out, are you coming to school? I must sound completely vapid. 
 
    After mom drops me off, I wait in the library. It’s fifteen minutes till the first bell rings, and I check my phone for what feels like the millionth time. No response. He hasn’t even checked his phone, it shows the message as unseen. Only ten minutes before the bell rings, still nothing. 
 
    Five minutes till the bell rings, and I’m getting antsy. 
 
    I take a deep breath, and I call him. 
 
    The phone starts ringing, and I’m almost sure he won’t answer until I hear an almost inaudible, “What?” 
 
    “Keith, are you coming to school today?” I ask the exact same thing as the message I sent him almost an hour ago. 
 
    “No,” he says stern. “I’m dropping out remember?” he says, sarcasm laces his voice. 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” the words jump. Mainly because it is true, I don’t believe that he’d drop out of school, just like that. 
 
    “Well believe it because I am,” he says last before hanging up. Leaving me stunned and yet still doubtful. 
 
    As I make my way to class, I stumble upon, Brad. “Hey,” he says. “Where’d you go on Saturday night?” 
 
    “Sorry. I left early. It just wasn’t my scene,” I lie. 
 
    “Oh, ok. Do you want to hang out during lunch?” he asks shyly. I don’t want Brad to get the wrong idea, but we’re getting along, so I agree to meet him for lunch. 
 
    I put my all into my classwork today, raising my hand and spouting off answers like I was on a TV game show and was running for all the money. It keeps my mind off of Keith. But before I meet Brad for lunch, I need to find Ashton. I’ve got more than a few questions for him. As soon as the bell rings my bag is in hand, and I dash out of the class before anyone has a chance to talk to me; I’ve been so caught up in Brad and Keith that I’ve grown a bit distant from Angela lately. And when I see her in the hall, looking like she is waiting for me, I press my back between a row of lockers and wait for her to drift by. I don’t exactly mean to avoid her. I’m just not in the mood to have to explain myself to anybody, especially if they heard about the party. I mean we did walk out of a bathroom together, and all though we didn’t actually have sex people talk. And they theorize. And the next thing you know your living in some over dramatized sitcom. So right now, the only person I need to talk to is Keith. Which means I need to find Ashton. If anyone might know what’s going on with Keith, I would hope it was him since they seemed to be such good friends. Fingers crossed he came to school today. 
 
    Guys like Ashton usually hang out at the end of the cafeteria, hustling each other in their little group. So, I try there first. I look at the line, scanning for his face, I don’t see him in the queue. I look at the students already eating at their tables, and no luck there either. As I turn my head to leave, I spot him with a bunch of the other guys I recognise from Saturday’s party as they are just entering the cafeteria. 
 
    I walk over to him without a clue of what to say, but he ends up beating me to it. “Hey, Vidya,” 
 
    “Hey Ashton, can I talk to you?” I look towards his entourage of people, “In private,” I add. He shrugs his shoulders, “Yeah sure, anything for Keith’s girl,” and waves his friends off before he walks with me slowly back out into the hall. Once we’re at safe talking distance away from the crowd. He speaks again. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “How did you and Keith meet. Was it here?” I ask. 
 
    He eyes me curious an eyebrow quirked, “Most girls want to know his favourite colour or what kind of food he likes,” he replies but doesn’t give much thought to it and simply answers, “No, I knew him from middle school. He was a shy kid then. Didn’t talk so much, why you ask?” 
 
    “By any chance do you know where his house is?” I ask getting to the point. 
 
    His face breaks into a smile, and he nods like he knew I was going to ask that question next. I’m guessing he gets asked it a lot, “Yeah, I know. I’d be happy to give you his address. But only because he already vetted you, don’t go thinking I give his address out to just any girl,” he says as if he is trying to defend Keith. I smile. 
 
    “Great! Okay,” I hand him my phone so he can type in the address, he does and gives it back to me, “There you’re all set to go.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say as he starts to head back to the cafeteria. He throws me thumbs up over his shoulder. I’m so grateful that the first part was easy. Now I got to go meet Bradley for lunch outside. We sat together and ate, joking around, but I was careful to make sure I wasn’t leading him on. 
 
      
 
    Back home after a long day, I’m exhausted but excited as well. When I looked up Keith’s’ address with my phone during lunch, I found he didn’t live all that far from me. It was maybe a twenty-minute walk, totally doable if the weather held out. The clouds were threatening rain, and it had gotten cold. Lunch with Brad wasn’t so bad. He talked with me about movies, the latest episodes of some of our favourite shows, it was so normal I almost forgot that we had ever been a thing at all just a week ago. We were two friends enjoying hanging out. 
 
    I change into some warm jeans and get my jacket out of the closet. The wind is blowing just hard enough to make you need more than a sweater. I tell my mom I’m going to head to the corner store at the end of the road, it’s a fifteen-minute walk so she won’t notice if it takes a bit longer for me to get home, and then I’m off down the street towards Keith’s house. 
 
    I’m nervous, more nervous than I’ve ever been. I pop my earbuds into my ears and listen to music while I walk, and before long I’m already there. 
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    The house is small, smaller than I expected. With an unkempt lawn and sad looking flower bushes in desperate need of a trim. I guess his family isn’t big into gardening, my dad would never let our flowers suffer without a good trim. I walk up the short pathway and step up onto the patio. A wooden board creaks. I suck in a deep breath. Ok, Vee. We’re here so let’s just do this, no turning back now. 
 
    I press the doorbell and wait. 
 
    My stomach is in knots as second that feel like minutes tick by. 
 
    I hear footsteps walk up to the door. 
 
    My legs start to turn to jelly. I’m a nervous wreck. I hope it’s him at the door, but at the same time, I’m not because I have zero clue what I’m going to say to him. A few hours ago, I had a speech and everything planned. Now I’m breathless and wordless. 
 
    The door swings all the way open, and I’m greeted by a woman wearing an apron. She looks younger than I would expect, but the faint lines that trace her face tell me she is probably older than I think. She has blonde hair like Keith and the same striking blue eyes. I think this might be Keith’s mother. 
 
    I raise a hand and wave, “Hi,” I start nervously, “I’m Vidya Fletcher, a friend of Keith’s. H-he didn’t show up to school today, so I was worried.” 
 
    “Vidya, how lovely to finally meet you,” she says. My eyes grow wide. She knows about me, does that mean he’s been talking about me with his parents? “I’m Mrs Masters, Keith’s mom. But please feel free to call me Emma.” I smile and shake her hand in greeting. It’s damp. She must have been doing dishes, “Keith wasn’t feeling so well today, I told him to go to the doctor, but he refuses,” realising her hands are still wet she looks at them, matters an apology, and wrings them off with her apron. 
 
    “Come in, I’ll let Keith know you’re here,” I step inside, and plant my feet at the entrance as she closes the door and heads upstairs to let Keith know I’m here. I take a few more steps until I’m standing in their living room, it’s small. Smaller than my living room at home. But its nicely decorated, very fancy considering the way the house looks from the outside. Everything seems to have its place, and there isn’t a speck of dust on anything. A scented wax diffuser is turned on and glowing on the end of a shelf above the window, making the entire room smell like caramel apples. 
 
    Keith’s mom walks back down and gestures for me to take a seat while saying that Keith should be down in a minute. She offers me something to drink, which I politely decline. We sit there in awkward silence. 
 
    Looking around, I see several pictures on the walls of a young Keith and his mom. Drawing that he made, and are actually pretty good, are framed and hanging. The living room is beautiful and well lived in with lots of pale pink and brown laced pillows and blankets strewn across the sofa and armchairs. If I didn’t know better, I’d think a single girl lived here. I don’t see any traces of his dad. 
 
    Several minutes later, and no Keith. His mother sighs and gives me permission to go upstairs. She lets me know that his room is the second door on the left and that they observe and open door rule. I nod and quietly walk up the steps, trying my hardest not to lose my balance as my nerves once again begin to overpower me. 
 
    My mind debates if I should knock on the door or just open it already. Just as I’m about to knock on the door, my phone starts ringing. I dig inside my purse, cursing, of all the times to get a call, and without checking to see who the caller is, I answer with an angry, “What?” 
 
    I hear my voice on the other side of the door. It’s loud. 
 
    “Vidya?” It’s Keith. The door swings open. We just stare at each other, our phones still up to our ears. It takes us several seconds to register what happened and for him to hang up the call. The click seems louder than usual as we stare at each other for a few moments. The air is buzzing with electricity between us. 
 
    “I was calling you to tell you to go away,” he blurts. I did not come here to be insulted. I came here because I want answers. I slip my phone back into my pocket and narrow my eyes, “I’m here to talk whether you want to or not,” I say and step past him, and take in the sight of his room. It’s entirely clean, not a single item of clothing on the floor. He stands with his arms crossed; eyebrows lifted. His room is cleaner than mine actually. “Wow,” I say, “Your rooms nice,” 
 
    “Not all guys are animals you know,” he whispers into my ear. I jump not expecting him to have crept so close to me. I take a seat on his bed, its small but comfortable, and look around his room. Posters and magazine cut-outs are plastered across the walls along with images of his friends and family. His desk is neatly arranged with an older model laptop resting in the centre of it. A stack of books, including our school textbooks, are in a heap on the floor next to it. 
 
    “I know you’re not an animal,” I say giving closure to his previous sentence as I continue to take his room in. I’d never been in a guy’s bedroom before. I didn’t know what I’d expected. 
 
    He cuts in, “Why are you here. I told you I’m dropping out. I’ll finish up school online. It’s just one semester anyway. It’s over, we’re over, so go home.” 
 
    “Oh really,” I say feigning surprise. “Then how come your mother told me that you’re feeling sick? Haven’t you told her yet that you’re dropping out?” I spat, crossing my arms and looking away, “Admit it, Keith, you didn’t go to school today because you didn’t want to see me.” 
 
    “Exactly, if you happened to be paying attention to what I said the other night. You wouldn’t be here,” he says clearly agitated. 
 
    I play dumb, “What was it that you said exactly? Oh, yeah, I remember. I can’t even process the sight of you. You drive me insane. You make me sick,” I recite. I get off the bed and step right up to him. He doesn’t move, just looks away. I press up against him, place my hands on his chest, and shove. He doesn’t move. I push him again, harder, “What’s wrong, Keith? Say that to me right now, go on, say it!” I scream shoving him again, he steps back, letting me push him till he’s up against the door, closing it, and I fall to the ground beside him. My back to the door, I pull my legs up to my chest and hug them, resting my chin on my knees. He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t speak. He continues to glare angrily into space. 
 
    I haven’t realised that I’m crying until I can feel the tears falling off my chin. This is stupid, here I am crying over some guy. It makes no sense. I run a sleeve over my eyes. I sniffle. I’ve humiliated myself enough. 
 
    “Vee,” Keith says gently. His voice barely above a whisper. He drops down to the floor beside me and wraps his arms around me. I give in and rest my head in the crook of his neck. A familiar feeling washes over me, and it’s so warm and lovely that I don’t want it to ever go away. 
 
    I honestly don’t know why any of this is happening. If only I’d let Keith walk away that day after my first game of truth or dare, none of these stupid things would be happening. 
 
    He takes a deep breath, and I can feel his Adam’s apple move up and down as he swallows. “I don’t like seeing you cry,” he says, kissing the top of my head. 
 
    “It’s your fault,” I sniffle, “If you don’t like seeing it, you shouldn’t have done it,” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry Vee,” he’s caressing my hair, pulling me in tighter, “I fucked up your life by bringing you into mine—” 
 
    “No,” I say, pulling away from him abruptly, “You screwed up by not being honest with me telling me that we’re nothing. Keith don’t lie to me; you know perfectly well that there’s something between us. I can feel it; I know you can too. I came here because I was worried about you and because I need answers. You owe me that,” 
 
    “I do owe you,” he says. “And I do feel something Vee, and it scares me,” he admits. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to hurt you,” he says emphatically. I reach out my hand to touch him; he doesn’t pull away as I interlace our hands together and squeeze. My body flushes with warmth, he continued, “When we kissed at the party, I saw the reality of things. Vee, you rattled me in the most terrifying way possible.” 
 
    “I hurt my ex-girlfriend,” he admits, “Vee, I don’t ever want to cause you harm,” he says. Wait, was the girl he assaulted his ex? He didn’t mention that before. “I don’t ever want to hurt you, but it looks like I’ve been fucking up from the very beginning,” 
 
    I have no words. I can’t think of anything that could possibly comfort him. I can’t imagine how hard it was to go to court, to face the girl and her parents, to go to school with everyone who knew what had happened. It must have been awful. 
 
    I press my forehead against his, my eyes are closed, and I can feel his breath fan against my lips. Our mouths are so close I can practically feel his lips on mine. I’m not sure I want to kiss him, because I don’t think he’d be able to handle that right now. But being in this moment with him, right now, feels more intimate than anything we’ve done before and my body feels like it’s on fire, 
 
    “I want you to kiss me,” I say against Keith’s’ neck. 
 
    “You sure,” he whispers against my ear, “You know what I’ve said before; once I start, I won’t be able to stop.” 
 
    “You stopped before,” I whisper back. 
 
    “Yeah, but if I recall we were in a public bathroom,” he laughs, and I grin. It almost breaks the mood. He lifts my chin with one hand and presses his forehead to mind. I close my eyes, parting my lips as his lips lightly press against mine. I shiver, moaning gently. 
 
    The door bursts open on us, hitting me in the back so hard I let out a surprised yell. Keith grabs my arms and pulls me away from it, causing me to fall across his body onto the floor. The door swings open. 
 
    It’ Keith’s mom. She is stunned and stares poignantly at us. Her jaw hanging open as she sees me spread across Keith, our faces flushed pink. 
 
    “Mom, what is it?” Keith breaks away from me and sits up. Brushing his hair back from his face. I sit up and do the same, pulling my hair back over one shoulder and trying to look innocent; sitting with my legs crisscrossed. 
 
    “The open door rule—” she fumbles for words, and then finally asks. “Are you two dating?” 
 
    Keith and I are both taken aback by her bluntness, “No,” he answers curtly, “No, mom, we are not dating.” 
 
    As he said those words, I’d think he’d be up on his feet by now, but he’s still sitting next to me, one hand on my thigh. His mother gives him a look that says she isn’t buying it; I stifle a laugh. I have this weird feeling that she’d get along with my mom. She notices and offers me a kind smile. She seems nice. 
 
    She turns her attention back to Keith, “I came to tell you that dinner’s ready, and I made cookies for dessert,” she looks at me, “Vidya you are more than welcome to stay for dinner if you like?” 
 
    I give her a slight nod, “Thank you, Mrs Masters, …uhm…Emma,” it feels foreign to her use her first name. Keith gives me a curious glance but says nothing, “But I can’t stay. My mom is expecting me back, I said I’d pick up some things from the store on my way back,” I say. It’s only partly a lie. I really was going to the corner store. I look at my phone. Shit. It’s already almost an hour since I left. I’m surprised my mom hasn’t called me yet. I send her a quick text, letting her know that a friend caught me at the store, and we lost track of time. Another half-lie. 
 
    Mrs Masters nods in understanding, “Then at least let me hook you up with some cookies,” she offers with a smile. I nod. 
 
      
 
    After receiving a bag of cookies to take home, Keith and I stand on his small porch with the creaky boards. The cold wind seems to make the sounds spookier than they should be considering the sun is still up. 
 
    “Thank you for coming here,” Keith says. I open my mouth to respond, but he brings a finger up to let me know he hasn’t finished. “I know I haven’t been the easiest person to be around. I know I can come off as extreme and so when that asshole mentioned what happened—” I can hear the fear in his voice when he speaks about her. I know it’s difficult for him, but I’m glad I’ve got him talking about it now. What he did wasn’t entirely his fault. He shouldn’t have gotten so drunk, so out of control, but he was also manipulated into doing something that he wouldn’t have done otherwise. 
 
    “I’ve never felt more broken I mean, it’s like he cut the stitches of a wound that was only just starting to heal.” I hear the strain in his voice, he pounds his first onto the wooden post that holds up the patio roof, “The worst thing is, I have no idea how he found out about that. After the case was closed, the records were sealed. You know, so that me and—” he catches himself just as he was about to say her name, “So that girl and I could get on with our lives. No one else except the people in our class could have known about that,” 
 
    I don’t know either, how could Michael have possibly known about Keith’s life. He had never met him before, or had he? What if he was at that party the night it happened? What if he saw something, heard something? And then he saw me with him and decided it was the best time for him to drop the bomb because he’s a miserable asshole. 
 
    Keith continued, shaking his head, “It made me think about all the shit that has happened in my life, and what I’ve lost because of it. Vidya if I let you in, I need you to be aware of what you are getting yourself into. This might never go away; it might haunt me for—” 
 
    “Keith,” he looks up to meet my eyes, “You unravelled something in me. From the moment you came after me to see if I was okay. You were concerned about me, you didn’t even know me, but you still knew something was bothering me. There’s a part of me that wants to start something with you, and another part that is mad at you, afraid of you even, and another that just doesn’t know what to do with you,” He laughs, but it’s a harsh laugh, “So what the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I continue, “I already know what I’m getting myself into. A mess,” I say. He smirks and takes the opportunity to reach over and link his hands with mine. With I smile and blink away a few tears, “That’s what it is. But I’m willing to put myself out there for you, Keith.” 
 
    “I’m more than a mess, Vidya,” he warns, “I’m more like a bomb waiting to blow up.” 
 
    “Then we’ll blow up together,” I answer and that apparently seals the deal for him, because he leans in and plants a soft, gentle kiss on my lips. So many warm familiar feelings cling onto the moment, this moment, our moment. This is our first real step into the scary world of dating. 
 
    I don’t want to leave him, but the buzzing in my pocket reminds me that I’m supposed to be leaving the corner store.  As I walk home, another insistent buzz makes me check my phone. I roll my eyes as I slide the lock screen away. But it isn’t mom. I smile as I read the message. It's short and simple, but right now, it means the world to me. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: I’m glad you came by 
 
  
 
  
   
    
      
 
    
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The days go, as usual, Keith and I usually hang out at lunch. But we also keep a careful distance. We’re still testing the waters, seeing how far our we’re willing to swim before heading back to the safe shore of family and friends. We’re trying not to make it obvious, but occasionally we catch ourselves flirting more freely. I’d like to do more, so much more. But for Keith’s sake, I’m trying to take it slow. I don’t want to scare him or make him feel as if he’s somehow taken advantage me. During fall break I mostly hung around the house, caught up on some studying, finished that book I’d been reading. Keith and I met for coffee just twice. It was nice, and when school started back up, things continued on as usual as teenage high school life could be. 
 
    I didn’t tell my mom about Keith, but then, just like with Brad, I don’t think I needed to. She seems to just know and leaves it at that. Occasionally mom smiles at me sweetly and tells me things like, “Say hi to Keith for me,” to which I nod and say, “Sure thing.” 
 
    I like taking it slow. I feel like I know him better for it. That this thing isn’t just about the physical attraction, because that is definitely there, but also the mental and even spiritual. Occasionally he shares his thoughts and feelings with me and, unlike Bradley, they aren’t totally insane. 
 
      
 
    It’s the week before winter break, and I take a seat by Angela at the gym, discussing the answers we placed on today’s History exam. Soon we’re joined by Gabe who is followed by Brad. I’ve tried my best to avoid him since our lunch date the day Keith hadn’t shown up to school, but I guess I can’t actually escape him. He studies here, and Gabe has become terrific friends with him. 
 
    Bradley, Gabe and Angela are all in deep conversation about some TV show I’m not familiar with, so I go for a book inside my backpack, flip to my bookmark and continue reading where I left off. The hour goes by fast, and before I know it, I’m up off to my next class. 
 
    I stop by my locker, and as I reach in to grab my textbook, I feel a pair of hands wrap around my waist. I smile, I know that touch; Keith. I turn around and reach a hand out to caress his cheek. I can feel the prickly stubble on his face, he’s been growing it out for the winter he claims. Honestly, I think he just got tired of shaving every day. 
 
    Keith doesn’t let go of me for a single second. His hands locking at the small of my back before sliding down into the pockets of my jeans. I don’t mind. I don’t want him to let go of me. If the bell hadn’t of rang, I’d just stay like this for the rest of the day. No one we know is out here to see us, or he wouldn’t have been so brave to approach me. 
 
    I gently unhook Keith’s hands from my waist and take them both in my hand. His smile softens, not a single trace of pain left in it. Keith has been working his way to telling me about what happened between him and his ex-girlfriend; revealing more details here and there when he feels up to it. 
 
    I haven’t pushed him; baby steps. Someday we’ll eventually get there. I know we both have a long way to go because I would like to tell him one day what happened between Michael and I., But we’re in no rush, we’re young, and we’ve got all the time in the world. 
 
    I bring both his hands up to my lips and kiss them both gently. I see how his jaw tightens, and his pupils dilate. He wants more just as badly as I do. He offers to walk me to my class and leaves me by the door. I feel a stupid grin plaster itself on my face as I enter the class. I sit down on my usual seat beside Angela, when I realise that she isn’t here yet. Where is she? She should have been here way before me, I don’t worry until I realize the class is over and she never showed up. I send her a quick text before heading into our next level. 
 
    She doesn’t answer. And she doesn’t show up to our next class. Now I’m worried. By the end of the day, I try to look for her in the crowd of students exiting the school, but no luck. I send another text. 
 
    I run out to the parking lot to see if I spot her mom in the line of cars parked outside the school. Nothing, she’s not there. Maybe she was feeling sick and left early. My gut twists up, she was fine when I last saw her. I don’t wait up for Keith because my mom’s already waiting for me. I send him a text to let him know not to wait up and that if he sees Angela to have her text me. Maybe her phone is dead? 
 
    The next day Angela is a no show, I’ve already sent her multiple messages, and she still hasn’t answered me. 
 
    An entire week goes by, and just when I think she’s going to be a no show again, I spot her sitting near the library. I walk up to her and drop to one knee, letting my bag fall to the floor. 
 
    “Angela,” I pull her into a hug, “Where have you been? I’ve missed you. I sent like a dozen texts why didn’t you answer?” 
 
    She smiles, weakly, “Sorry, my parents threw me a surprise vacation for my birthday.” 
 
    “Wait, it was your birthday last week? Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand. I thought we were friends, why wouldn’t she want me to know it’s her birthday. We could have done something special during break. 
 
    “I’m not so fond of birthdays,” she says shyly. 
 
    I nod, “I get that, so happy late birthday!” I extend my hand out to her, pulling her to her feet, and we walk to our first class. 
 
    As Angela and I head out for lunch, we are stopped by Kassie and her entourage of friends. July is with her and even Amanda, which surprises me, Amanda isn’t exactly the type of person Kassie would usually hang out with. 
 
    “Hi Vee, Angie,” she smiles and tosses her long braid from one shoulder to the other she begins to twist the end of it around her fingers. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I greet the others. July gives me an apologetic smile. I know that July sometimes hung out with Kassie, but she had told me that she planned to drift away; she was just too prickly for July to get along with. 
 
    “So, Vee, how far along are you, now?” she asks. I stare at her perplexed. What the hell is she talking about? Angela stays silent, but I can tell she’s just as confused as I am. 
 
    “Two months? Three?” Kassie keeps asking and looking to the girls next to her for confirmation. They shake their heads and frown at me. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask. 
 
    “I mean, I guess you’ll be dropping out of school now. I guess since the whole Michael thing back in middle school I’d have thought you’d grow up a bit and realise that he just isn’t into you. I guess apparently you still love to throw yourself at him,” Kassie says laughing. My face turns red. I had started to think that maybe she wasn’t that bad, that perhaps she wasn’t the bitch I’d always thought she was. That was a few months ago at the beginning of the semester. Not anymore. There is no mistaking that Kassie is all bitch. 
 
    “What?” I repeat, “Could somebody please tell me what is going on? I have not thrown myself at anyone. Least of all Michael,” 
 
    “Oh really, because that’s not what I’ve heard,” Kassie replies, a grin pulls her lips up into an evil rose red. 
 
    “Kassie, what are you talking about?” July steps in on the conversation. Kassie gives her a look that could kill if she were Medusa, “You can get the fuck right out of my face, don’t act all innocent. We’ve been talking about this all morning,” she says. July shrinks back, she looks like she wants to disappear as she says, “Clearly we thought wrong, I mean look at her face she has no idea what you’re talking about,” July emphasises. Kassie shakes her head, Pickering her lips in a frown before turning back to me, 
 
    “I heard from a few excellent sources that Michael was at the senior party and that things really went down between you two,” My face falls. I didn’t think anyone else had noticed what Michael was doing. And I certainly didn’t expect them to think it was casual or mutual. 
 
    “And who are your sources exactly?” I demand to know. 
 
    “You know that guy with the beautiful blue eyes, he’s a senior. I think his name’s Keith. He had a lot to say about you,” I shake my head, no way. Keith wouldn’t do that to me. Not after all the time we’ve spent together. 
 
    “You’re lying!” I accuse, “And that is not what happened, you have it so unbelievably wrong,” I don’t want to hear any more of this. I turn back the way I can, running back towards my locker. I can her Angela calling after me. I bolt into the bathroom, lock myself into one of the stalls and cry my eyes out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell,” I hear a girl say from inside the bathroom, her voice bounces off the tile walls making it sound distorted, “This is the girl’s bathroom asshole,” 
 
    “I don’t care.” It’s Keith. 
 
    “I’m calling the security guard,” the girl says. 
 
    “Fine, go ahead. I don’t give a fuck,” the girl gives off a loud sigh and I hear her shoes squeaking across the floor and the sound of a door slamming shut. I sat on the closed toilet lid, my knees pulled up to my chest, reading the notes and numbers left on the plastic walls of the stall. People calling each other out and gossiping about the teachers along with crude images, of course. But mostly I see people looking for love. Desperate to be accepted. To be held and cared for they leave their email addresses and Instagram tags in thick, black, ink in the hopes that some other lonely soul will find them. Reach out to them. And make them feel whole. 
 
    “Vee, where are you?” I don’t know if I should answer him. How did he know I was in here anyway? I see his shadow pass by the stall before I step down and answer, 
 
    “In here,” I say and open the booth. He steps inside with me, closing the door behind him. Looking down at me, he asks, 
 
    “What happened, are you hurt?” he scans my face, trying to read my emotions, but he wasn’t as good at doing that as I was. “Did somebody hurt you?” he says with a growl, slapping his hand on the wall. It echoes loudly, and I flinch. 
 
    I shake my head. I am hurt, but not physically. Kassie and her lies stabbed me deeper than I expected them to. But, are they lies or is it true? No, he would never spread rumours about me. Then again, do I really know Keith at all? We’ve been together, more-or-less, for almost three months but we’ve taken it so slowly we are still so new to whatever our relationship is. I don’t know. My mind is chaos. “Who hurt you, Vee? I’ll kill them,” he says anger flaring in his voice. 
 
    “No, you won’t. And it was Kassie,” I say under my breath, I can tell that it wasn’t the name he was expecting to hear. “She’s said that you started a rumour about me hooking up with Michael. You know, at the party,” I say. 
 
    “What? How the hell did that happen? Why in the world would anyone believe that? You don’t believe it do you?” He’s worried. I can tell from the strain in his voice. I shake my head, a few strands of loose hair sticking to my neck. I’m sweating. It’s warm in here and only getting warmer with the two of us in this tight stall space. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I explain to him what Kassie said precisely. He listens carefully, paying attention to every detail. I finish the story and when I do. I hear people storming into the bathroom. We both stand on the toilet with the door locked, and I have to throw a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing at all the bathroom sounds. Keith squeezes his lips together, his face red, as a few girls discuss their monthlies and what sex might be like if you’re wearing a tampon. He nearly lost it when one girl started to describe her boyfriend’s strange growth on his testicles, and I was forced to shove both my hands over his mouth to keep him quiet. 
 
    A few minutes and all the footsteps have disappeared. No one else enters the bathroom. The moment I remove my hands, Keith bursts into laughter, and so do I., It feels good to just laugh away the stress. But it always comes back like an unwanted guest. 
 
    “Do you believe her?” he finally asks. 
 
    I answer truthfully, “I know you didn’t do it. Kassie just wants to get a rise out of me. That means she’s probably seen us together,” 
 
    “And what does that have to do with anything, I mean who cares?” he asks. So, I proceed to tell him about what it was like with Kassie and the others at Preston Prep. How there’s a possibility that she still might be out to get me because, at one time, Michael was her boyfriend, but he wasn’t exactly the faithful kind. I figured now was a better time than any to bring the entire story out, “He convinced me to give him a blowjob,” I whispered the last word. It felt strange to say out loud. “I thought he liked me, that it meant we were dating. I didn’t know what I was doing Keith,” I said, leaning against one wall while he leaned against the opposite wall. His arms were crossed, and his face was thoughtful. “My knowledge about sex was almost nothing at the time, I’m just lucky enough that my parents had drilled into my head that sex equals pregnancy, no exceptions. Otherwise, I might have given in to that too,” I drop my head back, banging it against the plastic, “I was so fucking stupid,” I say. Keith looks at me, his eyes wide. I don’t think he’s ever heard me drop the F-bomb. 
 
    “Hey, you are not stupid,” he says. I lean forward and rest against him. My entire face is buried between his neck and shoulder. He rubs my back with one firm hand and whispers into my ear, “Don’t ever call yourself that. You were young. God, I wish I would have still been that innocent at fourteen,” he admits. “That’s all in the past now,” he rubs soothing circles on my back. This is the first time I’ve ever been able to tell my side of the story. Michael, he was quick to blab about it the next day, and everyone was quick to believe him. Not one single person ever came up to me to get my side of the story. Not even July. They just assumed it was true. 
 
    Keith balls up one fist and stares at it, “That dick got what he deserved from my part,” he says through clenched teeth. 
 
    I raise my head from his shoulder and look him in the eyes, “Yeah, he really did. Thank you for that,” I realised now that I hadn’t thanked Keith for what he did for me that night. He came back for me a second time, a girl he barely knew, to see if she was okay. 
 
    “You’re welcome. He will never lay a single hand on you ever again,” he kisses the top of my head and squeezes my shoulders in his arms. It feels so incredible I don’t want this hug to ever end. 
 
    “I appreciate it, but if he now comes after you?” I worry. The truth is Michael isn’t the kind of guy to jump on the revenge wagon on his own, but if it’s worth it and he knows he can get a few people to back him up, he will. 
 
    “I’d like to see him try,” Keith smiles, and then leans in for a kiss. I push a finger up against his lips, stopping him. He looks at me, questioning, and I roll my eyes around the room. He must have forgotten that he was in the bathroom because he laughs than before sneaking me out with him. 
 
      
 
    Keith sends me a text later in the afternoon. I was extremely late for class, but it’s the last week before winter break, so Mrs Marybeth is in an excellent mood, which is unusual for her in itself, and she only gives me a warning. That and my elaborate story about needing to use the toilet before my guts spilt over into my pants was enough for her to take pity on me. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: What are you doing over the holiday? 
 
    Vee: I don’t know. Nothing I guess 
 
    Agent Keith: Well my mom said your welcome to come over on Christmas Eve. My grandmas flying in to spend the holidays with us. I’d really like you to meet her. 
 
    I squeeze the phone in my hands, pressing it against my chest with barely contained excitement. Keith wants me to spend Christmas with him? And meet his grandma! I have to ask my parents of course, but they’ll want to know why a guy wants me to go to his house. It’ll be pretty evident that there is something going on between us, that we are more than friends. Wait, are we? We’ve never actually established what we are to each other. I mean, we kiss and hold hands, but we haven’t had a massive makeout session since that time at the party. He’s just too afraid he’ll do something awful, and I have to respect that to him, the fear is real no matter how many times I tell him that I want him so badly it makes my heart ache to wait. 
 
      
 
    Vee: I’ll let you now 
 
    Agent Keith: Awesome. Are you okay with everything that happened today? 
 
    Vee: I’m getting there. 
 
    Vee: You were sorry for dragging me into your mess, and now I’m doing the exact same thing to you. 
 
    Agent Keith: Then I guess we’re blowing up together. 
 
    Vee: Ain’t that the truth 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Today is our last day of class till after the New Year, and it’s a half-day. Everyone is buzzing with excitement. The halls are filled with noise; music and laughter and people wishing others a happy holiday. A few kids I know are going on vacations cross country, but I’ll be glad to stay here. I don’t mind the cold weather; it leaves me with a sense of nostalgia and a longing for quiet, dark evenings curled up with a good book. The first few flakes of snow have already drifted across the ground, leaving a thin layer of ice over the pavement. The leaves are long gone from the trees, and the bare branches reach up to the sky, clawing at it. 
 
    On the more exciting side of things, I arranged for Keith to meet me later today. At some point, Keith decided he was ready to start moving forward with us and so he heavily hinted to his mother on our current relationship status and, according to him, she seemed delighted. So, Keith is coming over, and I’m going to break it to my parents. I haven’t precisely admitted it to them because I didn’t want it to seem like I’d just jumped over to Keith the moment things went bad with Bradley. 
 
    I walked into the final class of the day, my bulky pink sweater hung to my knees, and my jeans were tucked down into the thick socks that were pulled up to my knees inside my boots. I had the hood pulled up over my head to keep my ears warm, despite all the kids moving around it was still chilly inside. My phone buzzed. I sat down at my desk, dropping my bag on top of it, and peeked at the screen from beneath my desk. 
 
      
 
    Agent Keith: What should I wear? 
 
    Vee: Whatever you want? 
 
    Agent Keith: No, I’m meeting your parents. I can’t just wear whatever I want. 
 
    Vee: Fine, wear jeans and a Tee 
 
    Agent Keith: What colour? 
 
    Vee: Wear navy blue. It makes your eyes brighter 
 
    Agent Keith: Can’t argue with my beautiful girlfriend 
 
      
 
    I read that last text again. Beautiful girlfriend. He called me his girlfriend, I grin and reread it. My heart is beating so fast I think I might pass out. I’m his girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    My cousin’s mom drops me off. Both my parents are at work, leaving some time to myself, and Keith, who will get here in half an hour. I try not to think about the fact that we’ll be alone in the house. No friends, no family. Just me and him. I try to shake away the thoughts that are beginning to form in my head by working on making dinner. I wanted to make something special to help keep the mood up. My phone buzzes and I check it to see two messages, one from my mom making sure I got home safely. And the other from Keith, let me know he’s on my way. My eyes flick up to the message before that, he called me his beautiful girlfriend, and suppress a joyous scream that leaves me giggling instead. 
 
    Leaving the water to boil, I run to my room and get dressed. I don’t do anything drastic. I shimmy into a navy blue off-shoulder sweater and my favourite pair of black leggings. I dab on a little lip-gloss and clip my hair up into a messy-cute bun and wrap a sheer navy scrunchie around it. I run back down the stairs to check the pot and toss in a few more spices just to heat things up a bit. 
 
    Soon enough I hear a car horn, I run to the kitchen first to turn off the pasta that’s boiling on the stove, and give the chicken a quick turn over. Then I head outside, Keith smiles when he sees me. His button up navy shirt beneath a black cardigan looks good on him, it fits snug in all the right places and accentuates his strong arms and broad chest that tapers down to a thin waist. He’s carrying a bright red rose in his hand. I can’t stop smiling. He’s so sweet. 
 
    “Wow, you look amazing. I mean, you always look amazing,” 
 
    “Thank you,” my smile reaches my ears, and my skin is warm. 
 
    As we enter my house, I escort Keith through the living room and into the kitchen. He takes in the area and lets out a low whistle, “Nice,” he says. 
 
    Stepping into the kitchen, I stir the pots, and the scent of spices rolls through the room, the smell is fantastic. Whenever I get to cook, I do, I’m grateful that my mom decided to teach me how to cook our family’s traditional Indian dishes. I feel Keith’s hand on my hip, “You look sexy when you’re cooking,” he says, letting me go and leaning back against the counter. 
 
    I blush at his use of words; he notices and smirks so I turn my attention back to preparing our meal. I try to ignore how good he looks tonight, but Keith is standing right behind me now; his breath brushing against the back of my neck as he leans over. “K-Keith,” my lip trembles as he takes hold of my shoulders. Squeezing his fingers in little circles, he massages my neck as I continue to stir our food. 
 
    Keith takes the opportunity to nip at my ear, my whole body responds with a shiver that sends goose bumps running down my skin. He chuckles light, smiling against my ear. He moves down to my neck, sucking gently but with enough force to make me jump. I let the spoon fall back into the pot, “Keith,” I moan, “Stop, or the food will burn,” 
 
    “Hmm, let it,” he answers against my neck in response. 
 
    “Keith,” if he continues with this sweet torture of his, I might just lose it. I moan again, louder, surprising us both. Keith smiles against the skin of my shoulder blade. His lips creeping further down as he pulls down the wide neck of the sweater an inch or two to reach more skin. 
 
    Keith hums against my skin as his arms wrap around my waist. We take a step back to keep from burning ourselves on the open flame, he said, “You have no idea how turned on I get hearing those noises come out of you,” he turns me around to face him and leans down, trailing little kisses against my cheek and forehead. “Remember—” he says against my ear. “If I kiss you, I don’t think I can stop.” 
 
    That familiar warning of his kills me every time he says it in the most sensual way possible, “I don’t want you to stop,” I announce. Did I really say that out loud? He pulls at my arms and guides me out of the kitchen and into the living room right onto the sofa where he slowly pushes me down onto it. I edge my body back so that there’s enough space for both of us. But he refuses to sit down and instead, places one hand on the top of the sofa and leans over me, hovering in the space above me, his eyes study my face and I smile at him, 
 
    “If you’re mother walks in on us, I don’t know how I’ll be able to look at her during dinner,” he jokes leaning down to kiss me. I pull him in closer, my hands tugging on his hair as a few moans escape his lips. I feel like I’m on fire, the flames are rolling up my body and consuming me. It’s the most exquisite feeling I’ve ever felt in my entire life. I want Keith, I know that I’ve wanted him for a while now. We’ve been taking it so slowly that it’s killing me. He might not have been sure of us, but I sure as hell was. 
 
    I move my hands down his body, grabbing onto the hem of his shirt, untucking it from his pants. I can see the clock on the wall behind him. My mom could arrive any minute now. The thrill of it adds more sweetness to the temptation. But as much as I want him, I also know I want it to be perfect. I don’t want it to be quick and dirty. I want it to be sweet and slow and tender, just like things have always been with us for the past four months. 
 
    “Keith,” I whisper. He’s still kissing my neck, tracing the edges of my jaw. I try my hardest to suppress a moan, “We can’t,” I say and manage to grab his attention. He climbs off of me and stands, his breath comes quick. His pupils are dilated, and his lips tremble. Instead of gaining my composure and returning to finishing up dinner, I find myself sitting there, frozen, my body both cold and hot. Without warning, Keith pulls his cardigan up over his head and unbuttons his shirt, leaving his body exposed. 
 
    My face turns red, and I squeeze my knees together unbidden as my body begins to tingle, and my heart quickens. I’ve felt up his body many times, but I’d never actually seen what he looked like beneath his clothing. His chest was broad and muscled, his shoulders looked strong, the biceps thick and bulging. His waist was all muscle, with abs cut like marble. I think back to my History class; we had reviewed Greek mythology and learned the story of Aphrodite and Adonis. At that moment, looking at Keith – half-naked and vulnerable – I completely understood why Aphrodite would be willing to do anything to save keep her lover to herself.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I’ve been gapping at him for what seems like forever now, but he hasn’t moved an inch. He stands there smirking, waiting for me to make a move. Waiting for me to touch him. To get up and kiss him and trail my fingers down that smooth chest and ridged abs. And I really do want to touch him. I just don’t know where to start. I feel embarrassed. I mean, the kissing part was easy to figure out it just came naturally. But now have a half-naked man standing in my living room, and I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with him. 
 
    “Vee—” Keith snaps me out of my thoughts, “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, covering my eyes with embarrassment. I feel feverish, hot to the touch, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” he takes hold of my arms and places them on his bare chest. I gasp. I want to roam my hands further around his body, but they are stuck in one place. Why am I making this so awkward? I know I’m new to all this, but I’ve watched enough movies and read enough books to understand how this is supposed to go. And this isn’t it. Is this how everyone actually feels in this situation? Have we been lied to? I’m starting to think that maybe TV and social media isn’t the best teacher when I feel Keith’s eyes on me. 
 
    He looks down at my unmoving hands over his chest then looks back at me, grinning. “Do you need any help?” he asks gently but with a hint of sarcasm. I just nod, “I’ll help you,” his hands glide over mine, slowly guiding them over his body; my fingertips slide over up his chest, over his collar bone and then back down, and then down some more. His abs are as solid as they look, the delicate curls of hair that grow between the swells of muscle cause me to swallow hard as he tenses, turning hard muscle to steel. My hands go down more. I feel his eyes on my face, but I’m busy watching my hands. 
 
    “Stop,” I say, “I-it’s too much,” I whisper. I don’t know what else I should do. 
 
    Keith smiles at me, lifting my chin up to meet his eyes. I can tell that he is trying to suppress a laugh, but failing badly at it. “Keith!” I whine. “Don’t laugh; I don’t know what I’m doing,” I say, “You drive me insane, and my mom will be home soon,” I say, the words coming out in a rush. I push back away from him, sinking back into the cushions I look away from him. 
 
    “I’m not laughing, I’m sorry,” he says, and then laughs anyway. 
 
    “Keith!” I yell, walking away from him. I need to check the pot anyway; I can smell the spicy mixture all the way through the house. 
 
    “Vee, come on. I’m sorry I didn’t mean to laugh,” he follows me. I can hear his footsteps halt as he stops to collect his clothing. “It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone—” I whirl on him, throwing a finger up in the air. How many girls has he been with? I just assumed she had been the only one. The thought makes me angry like he hasn’t been telling me anything. 
 
    “Please, don’t say that word. It makes me feel stupid, and I’m not stupid,” I say brushing his words off and heading back into the kitchen to finish preparing our meal. I turn the flames off and reach into the pantry to gather the good dishes and set them out on the counter. The rice steamer is venting little puffs of clouds, letting me know its nearly ready. 
 
    “I really am sorry, Vee,” he says, “But, I’m not the one you're angry at am I?” 
 
    I sigh, gathering together a serving bowl and spoon and placing them next to the pot, I start to scoop the soup into the dish but I’m annoyed, and I slop the hot liquid in too quickly, spilling some on the counter, I turn to face Keith, 
 
    “I’m just frustrated,” I say, pursing my lips and refusing to meet his eyes. A few seconds ago, I felt like a fish out of water, like I was suffocating. During the party, I had no trouble at all. I was eager to take as much of him as I could. Maybe it was easier because it was just kissing and we were under a lot of stress and just needed to get it out of our systems. Who am I kidding, I’m just scared. I should just tell him the truth, I frown. Keith finishes buttoning his shirt and pulls his cardigan back on. Fully dressed, he stands to one side of the counter as he watches me grab a towel and clean up the mess I made before popping open the rice steamer. 
 
    “You’re frustrated because of me?” he asks slowly, I can hear the hurt in his voice. The hesitation. He thinks he’s stepped the line, but he hasn’t, I have. 
 
    “No. No, Keith. Not at you, at myself. I’m frustrated with myself,” I say picking up two of the plates that I’ve prepared with rice and paneer tikka masala, and place them on the table. I move on to make one for my mom, and I put it in the microwave. She was supposed to be home by now, and I don’t want it to get cold before she can eat it. My father hasn’t shown up either, and then I realise I had been so busy with Keith that I hadn’t checked my phone. It’s usually glued to my hip. I have several messages; dad is staying over at work again, and mom took on another shift, she won’t be back till later. I slam the phone on the counter and take my seat at the dining table. Just perfect, this night was supposed to be perfect, and now I’m just angry and annoyed. Keith doesn’t follow he just gapes at me. “The food will get cold,” I say. 
 
    “Forget the food, Vee. We said we’re going to give this thing a shot. We promised each other. So, let’s start now. What are you really angry about?” he asks, his voice growing cold. Defensive. 
 
    “Yeah, we did promise, so why don’t you start by telling me why the hell you think you’re going to hurt me? I’m not your ex-girlfriend,” 
 
    “No,” he cuts in, “I know that I can’t explain it,” 
 
    I slam the flat of my hands onto the table and yell, louder than I mean to, “Then what can you tell me, Keith?” 
 
    “You promised that we would take it slow,” he counters, his voice is soft, but I can hear the hidden edge in it. His shoulders are bunched up tight along with his fists, if he were a dog, his hackles would be raised and his teeth bared. 
 
    “Yeah, well maybe this is too slow. I told you all the shitty stuff about me, but you’ve barely told me anything about yourself, except for the rape. And you only told me that because someone beat you to it,” I say, the words come out of my mouth before I can stop them. I know what I’m saying. I know it’ll hurt him. But some reason my tongue keeps moving, “And I’m pretty damn sure you wouldn’t have ever have told me about it otherwise. You said it yourself you had no intentions in bringing me into this side of your life. What are you so afraid of Keith?” I stare at my plate, appetite gone, standing I look at him, 
 
    “You know what, maybe you should go.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. Instead he nods and looks away. Fumbling in his pants pocket for his car keys he heads out the door, into the chilly air. A few flakes of snow are falling. I know I shouldn’t, but I follow after him. 
 
    As he makes it to the driver’s side of the car, he pauses and glares at me, his voice is tight, “You know I thought you would be different. But you’re just like her,” he shakes his head, drops into his car and drives away. 
 
      
 
    It’s been an entire day since my perfect night went to hell. Keith hasn’t texted me at all. And I haven’t tried to text him.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    As the days go by, my mind is clouded by thoughts about Keith. I don’t know what to do. I get that we were meant to go slow. But the fact that I know there are things he still hasn’t told me. Dangerous things, which are fogging up his mind as well, it gets to me. I don’t want to be one of those pushy girls. But I just wish he would tell me a little more. 
 
    For instance, not once has he mentioned his father. Did he die? Is he no longer present in his life? When I visited his home, there were no indications that anyone other than his mom and himself lived there. He never has once mentioned his father, only his mom. 
 
    I want to know why he thinks that he’ll hurt me? What happened with him and his ex before the assault? What about after? He glossed over the events, so quickly I was left with more questions than answers. I’ve got so many more questions that I want to ask him, but now I won’t get the chance. How am I like her, Keith? What did she do? Who was she? 
 
    It’s been almost a week, and not a word from him. I mean, I don’t know what I should be expecting from him, besides an apology? Is that what I want? I should just admit that I’m confused, that I clearly don’t know what I want from him. 
 
    I’m demanding too much for someone I barely know, just because I was quick to trust and tell him everything doesn’t mean I should expect the same from him, should I? 
 
    This is ridiculous, I’m being a psycho, and maybe that’s how his ex was. That’s probably why they broke up. She wanted answers, and he wouldn’t give them to her. Then how was he expecting us to work out if he was only going to continue with the same cycle of silence? Now I’m intrigued. I have to know. 
 
      
 
    The next morning is a blur, my mom started to decorate the house, but I just can’t get into the holiday spirit. I go downstairs to find rolls of lights on the floor waiting to be detangled and hung. Christmas music is playing loudly throughout the house. I gobble my breakfast and move on to help her; after all, I’ve literally got no plans for Christmas break. Well, I was going to have plans, but I assume I don’t anymore. 
 
    By noon, we’ve nearly untangled all the lights. Enough to assemble the Christmas tree and start decorating. We decided to leave the rest of the lights for tomorrow and take the rest of the day off, “How about you and I do a little last-minute shopping? There’s a lot of sales going on,” my mother says once we’ve laid out all the strings of lights. My dad will probably work on putting them up around the eaves once he’s home later on. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I say and try to sound excited. She pushes me to go get ready and change out of my pyjamas. Hurriedly I braid my hair and then slide on some leggings and a sweater. I stop and pull a warm beanie down over my ears before rushing back down the stairs to meet my mom outside. 
 
    “So where are we going?” I ask, once inside the car. 
 
    “How about we change our usual location, and we go downtown to your favourite mall,” she answers me. 
 
    I make a face, “You mean the only mall,” 
 
    “You got it,” she answers with a wink. I roll my eyes as she shifts the car into gear and we’re off. 
 
      
 
    After making a few purchases, some new jeans, another sweater, and a new book, I settle into a seat at the food court. My mom has run off to look for something that she has to have for my dad and said she will meet me here at 3:00pm. I dig through my bags and pull out the book, opening up to the page I marked where I had already started reading it in line at the book store. 
 
    I’ve been infatuated with this novel since the very beginning,  in the best way possible. Because, give it to the author to make all my expectations fall to the floor. 
 
    Maybe ten minutes have passed when I see a shadow of a person loaming over me. I put my book down but when I look up, expecting to see mom, but its Keith with an awkward smile on his face. 
 
    “Hi,” he says. His voice is low and almost inaudible. He looks broken. His face hides a shadow of hurt, and he refuses to meet my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I say back to him. I see my mom walking towards us. She slides in between us and glances at Keith. 
 
    “Ready Vee?” she says and then glances at Keith again, 
 
    “Hi,” she says, directing herself to Keith. “The science fair partner, right?” she says to him. 
 
    He nods his head, “That’s right,” he pulls out his hand for her to shake. She makes some small talk with him about the excellent grade we, I, received. 
 
    “So, Vee, are you ready to go?” my mom asks me. I look between her and Keith, and I feel my heartbreak. I nod and say goodbye to Keith. He doesn’t respond. 
 
    As we walk to the opposite side of the food court, I can’t help but look back at Keith. He hasn’t left his spot where we were just talking. “Ah, mom you know what—” I stop in our tracks, “I need to pee, really badly,” Please say you won’t accompany me; please say you’ll wait for me somewhere else. Please tell me that you don’t have to pee. 
 
    “Okay, go on ahead. I’ll just get the car started. Warm it up, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be quick,” I say with a nod. 
 
    I head back towards Keith as soon as my mom is gone. And step beside him. If he noticed me, he refuses to acknowledge it. I reach out my hands and wrap myself around him in a tight hug. I can tell he’s surprised, but I find him leaning into me, bringing our bodies closer as he wraps his arms around me. Squeezing me even tighter. 
 
    Now I feel complete. The past weeks' frustration and fury dissipating. Because I’m holding in my arms the person, I’ve to see since he walked out the door. 
 
    I’m not patient. I never know how to give people time. I always want my way. I always want an answer right here, right now. My mom has always told me that that it’s a bad habit of mine. She’s told me that I need to stop being so demanding and more understanding of people. That I need to show more empathy. 
 
    Today will be the day I stop being so selfish and learn to listen with my head and my heart.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I pull away from him and look up into his eyes, 
 
    “Vee,” My name sounds like a plea from his mouth. I fix my eyes on him, remembering that we are in public, “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry, Vee. I’m so new to this,” he says, reaching for my hand. 
 
    I pull away, “Keith, I have to go,” I tell him. He doesn’t want me to leave. He reels me into his arms again. “I told my mom I was going to the bathroom,” I say which makes him chuckle. 
 
    “Lying to your mom again, are we?” he whispers in my ear, making my skin prickle with excitement. 
 
    “I’ve been lying to my mom since the day I met you,” I tease. 
 
    “Yeah, I know she called me your science fair partner. That made my day. I’d love to study some human biology,” he smirks. I let go of his hand and walk away. 
 
    “Vee,” he calls, but I don’t turn around I continue my walk. I exit the mall and walk straight to the car. I open the passenger door and hear my name again. He did not just follow me here! My mom rubs the fog from the window and peers out as he gets closer. She looks between Keith and I. How do I tell him to go away without drawing attention to myself? It’s too late, though. 
 
    Within seconds Keith is next to me, “This is foolish,” he says. My mother looks at him, brow furrowed and clearly confused. I don’t answer. But I give Keith my best shut up right now look before he says something he’ll regret. “What the hell are you doing?” I say between clenched teeth. 
 
    “I fucked up, again,” he says, “All I do is let you down. I don’t want you to be upset with me—” 
 
    “Well, maybe I wouldn’t be so upset, if you’d talked to me,” I retort, “I want to know you Keith, every part of you; I want to know. But I need you to trust me, to be honest with me,” I say. I glance over at my mom. She is watching with an eyebrow quirked and her lips puckered. She nods for me to continue, I turn back to Keith, “But with that said, I also was pretty demanding of you, and for that I’m sorry,” I apologise. 
 
    Keith’s eyes soften, his shoulders drop, his entire demeanour changes, “Thank you. Truly. And, I’m sorry too,” he takes a step closer, and now our bodies are less than a few inches away from each other. “I’ll make you a promise,” he says against my lips as he leans in towards me, threatening to kiss me in front of my mom, “I’ll tell you everything, anything you want to know. Because the last thing I want is to lose you,” he says before pressing our lips together. I am very aware that we are in public. And that my mother is watching with bated breath. 
 
    We pull away from each other, content with what we’ve finally settled, “You’ll tell me everything?” I ask I need confirmation. He nods. 
 
    “All of it Vee, I will not risk losing you just because I can’t face my past. That’s how serious I am about us.” 
 
    “Okay,” I answer and settle down into my seat. My mom looks at Keith and smiles politely. He waves at her and turns back towards the mall. Mom turns to me and gives me a look that says I owe her a considerable explanation. I know I do. I couldn’t keep lying to her. So, I told her, not every single detail, or how we actually met. And I didn’t tell her about Michael, at all. None of that. 
 
    She said she had a feeling something was up, by the way, Keith looked at me; intense was how she described his gaze. She was happy for me though; because if all goes well between us, she’ll get to brag to others about her handsome son-in-law in the future. 
 
    She did indeed drop the sex question, which was not something I wanted to deal with, and I didn’t want to open myself up for another drawn-out sex education speech. I told her in all sincerity that in no way was the sex department open for business. Well, not yet, anyway. Finally, after a long time debating on rather I should tell my dad or not, we both opted against it for now. At least not until things started to get really serious. From her point of view, we were still newly together, I didn’t bother to tell her it had actually been a while now. 
 
    Still, mom warned me that at some point I have to tell him, especially if I was serious about Keith. It actually felt really good to get it all out in the open. No more lying. No more hiding my texts beneath the table or running upstairs to answer them. It was one less thing to worry about. 
 
      
 
    It’s late, I don’t even know how late but I was already sound asleep when I awaken to the sound of my phone buzzing. I swear if Keith woke me up, I'd kill him. I take the phone in my hands and see a text from July. That’s odd, I mean we do text sometimes, but she hadn’t texted me in a while, not since she really started to hang out with Kassie more. Maybe it’s to invite me somewhere? But why send me a text this late at night? I hope it’s not an emergency, at that thought, I bolt upright in bed and read, 
 
      
 
    Jay: Vee, there’s something I need to tell you. Can we meet? 
 
    Vee: Is everything okay? 
 
    Jay: No, it’s not Vee, I just found out something that you really need to know. 
 
    Vee: Okay, we can meet. Tomorrow at the Newly Brew? 
 
    Jay: Ok, see you there 
 
      
 
    I feel hollow, like if someone just scooped out my insides. I wonder what it could be? Why couldn’t she just call me or tell me in the text? I can’t sleep so I roll around in bed for a while, reading comics on my phone. 
 
    I’m just starting to drift off again when the phone buzzes, someone’s trying to call me now. It’s Keith. I prepare myself to give him a speech about not calling so late, a girl needs her beauty sleep and all that but when I answer I hear, 
 
    “Vee,”, he sounds agitated. 
 
    “Keith, what’s wrong?” I push the covers to the side and get up off of the bed. 
 
    “Vee, I need you,” now I’m concerned. 
 
    “Keith, what is it? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Can I come over?” he asks. 
 
    “Now? It’s like the middle of the night?” I say, keeping my voice low, so I don’t wake my parents up. 
 
    “Please,” he emphasised. I feel my heart cave in. He’s serious. 
 
    “Okay, there’s a tree near my window. I’ll leave the lamp turned on,” I agree. 
 
    I’m not the kind of girl that usually sneaks boys into her house in the middle of the night. But the strange text from July and then Keith’s phone call, I’m shaking. When Keith arrives, he parks the car a bit further down the road, and I watch as he sprints across the ice and is soon clambering through my window. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill him,” Keith is enraged. He paces back and forth in my room; his face is bruised, and he has a cut on his lip. I don’t know why yet; he keeps saying the same thing over and over. But I need to know what happened. 
 
    “Keith, please just tell me what is going on? You’re going to wake my parents up. Did you get into a fight? Why?” I ask. This was a bad idea. I should have told him to wait. 
 
    “It’s Michael and that bitch, Kassie,” he says anger seeping through him. 
 
    “Keith, what does Michael have to do with anything and Kassie, what—” 
 
    “You’re being manipulated. You have been since the beginning. I don’t know why but Kassie and Michael are both dead set on making your life miserable,” he says. My eyes open wide. Why would they do that, what for? Just because I wouldn’t go out with him? Because I didn’t want him touching me? Are they really that petty? It’s crazy to think that a person could hate you so much to go to such extreme lengths to humiliate you. I haven’t done anything to them that I can think of. Nothing deserving of this anyway. 
 
    As each and every word left Keith’s mouth, I sank, further and further into the ground. Scrolling through his apps, he clicked on one and opened a video of that night at the Senior party. I watched with tears in my eyes as the video played and I lived the moment all over again. His hand creeping into my shirt and fondling my breast. The memory slammed back into my head like it was only yesterday, I could still remember the smell of his cologne and his sour, alcohol-tinged, breath. The music was so loud you couldn’t hear what we were saying on the video. The video ended just before the moment I had pulled away from him. It was filmed, all of it, that entire moment between us was filmed and shared on an app. My mouth dropped open as I slapped a hand over it. It already had 1.2M views. Tears were making their way down the sides of my face before the video even ended, “Keith, oh my god, what do I do? By now the entire school has seen this. W-who filmed this?” I asked, but I was sure there was no way to know. 
 
    “Bradley,” Keith said with a certainty that made me sure of the truth of it. “B-but why? Why would he do this? Was it because I broke up with him? He said that he was okay with it. At the party. I mean, he did ask me about getting back together but,” I trailed off, “How did you find this?” I asked. 
 
    “Michael. He came to my house, he threatened me with it, but by then Kassie had already uploaded it,” he said, “I got pissed, trust me he looks worse than I do.” He told me that Bradley was there as well and that he admitted that he was supposed to be the one to make out with me at the party, but he just couldn’t do it. Not after what had happened between us and how badly it had hurt him. He really liked me, loved me even. And it was his phone but that he didn’t film it. “It was all Kassie’s idea apparently,” Keith said, and then explained to me what he else he had learned. 
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    It was Kassie’s plan all along. All she’s ever wanted was to destroy my life, and I have no idea why. She wanted something that she could use against me, so she arranged for me to meet Bradley, but she hadn’t expected on Bradley falling in love with me. By the time the party came around, he had backed out of the plan. He didn’t want to do it. So, when Kassie realised I was there with Keith, she arranged for Michael to feel me up and she used Brad's phone to film it all with plans to blackmail him if he refused to let them post it. And then, after hearing about Keith, she decided to add his story to the mix as well, knowing that everyone in the school would assume that I was sleeping with both Michael and Keith and probably Bradley as well. 
 
      
 
    I’m tired, I was so happy back at my old school. Everyone was friendly; I had people who actually cared about me and who looked out for me. Kassie wouldn’t have been able to touch me. The teachers were quick to stop any bullying incidents they got wind of, but there wasn’t any such protection here. 
 
    They dug really deep into Keith’s past and found what they thought would hurt him and me the most. The worst part was finding out that Kassie has been dating Michael since middle school. Those two had it all planned out. We still weren’t sure how they had found out about Keith’s past, but it didn’t matter; the damage had been done. Why does Kassie hate me so much? Why does she fend on proving to everyone that I’m not as innocent as everyone believes, why does she want to make a devil out of me? Why does she so desperately try to drive me away? I don’t remember ever doing something to hurt her, not once. Certainly not in the way that she has me. In fact, there was a time when we actually got along. We weren’t friends, but we weren’t enemies either. I don’t want to be here anymore. I wish I could just move. I wish my parents had only accepted driving me to the private school branch. The thing is, I don’t know how to tell my parents that I want to transfer and why. I’d have to tell them everything. I’d have to tell them about Bradley, about Michael, about Keith and his past. They’d have to know everything. 
 
      
 
    Keith is still pacing my room, his eyes bloodshot and ears red. His hands are trembling. I can tell he’s hurt with himself for not having been able to protect me from Michael. I saw the pained expression on this face as he was showing me the video. I saw the sadness that was haunting him behind those eyes. And I know that deep down; he was reliving his worst nightmares over again. 
 
    I want to reassure him that it’s not his fault, none of it was. I can see he is breaking all over again. It’s like every step we take forward, the universe is working against us and throwing us right back to where we were before.   
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    My entire world is crumbling as I stare at the video again. I’m watching it, but I’m not really focused on the video. Instead, I’m focused on the steadily growing number of views. Keith tried to convince me not to read the comments, but I can’t help it. 
 
      
 
    Sinder89: God, what a slut! 
 
    xHieidIx: She probably wanted it, what a whore… 
 
    No_name: the hell? I didn’t know she was such a slut!!! 
 
      
 
    The comments only got worse from there, I even saw my name-dropped a few times and panic when I realise I can’t delete them. I drop down onto my bed and tightly shut my eyes. Keith plops down beside me; I lean into him and let myself completely break down all the emotions I’ve been holding in. 
 
    I cry until my eyes hurt until I feel I am thoroughly dried out. Keith holds me the entire time, not saying a word. But the truth is, I don’t need anyone to talk to me right now, and neither does he. All we need is some peace and quiet; some safety. I let his arms engulf me, feeling safe and confident in their strength. After a while, I feel my eyelids begin to flutter shut. He stayed with me the entire night, holding me as I slept. 
 
      
 
    It’s not until my eyes flutter open in the early morning that my heart fills with panic again. I sit up in bed, Keith isn’t here. I run to the window, his car is still parked down the road from the house, so he didn’t leave either unless he walked, but I doubted that. The ground was covered in a thin layer of snow. I glance to see the tire treads left in the driveway. My parents have gone to work, or they are dragging to the police station. I vault down the stairs, not bothering to stop and straighten my clothes and hand. 
 
    “Mom? Dad?” I call out. 
 
    “They aren’t here,” Keith answers. I pause, wrinkling my brow as I step into the kitchen and find him making breakfast. He smiles at me, gently, “I heard them get up and leave about an hour ago. I waited around till I was sure they were both gone. Don’t worry, they don’t know I’m here.” I nod slowly and reach into the fridge to grab the milk. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I say. He looks at me concerned but doesn’t decline the question. 
 
    “Why do you want to major in English?” I ask remembering that Emma had mentioned it when I last visited. He seems relieved for me to have asked such a simple question. I’m guessing that Keith was worried I would have asked him about last night again, but that was something neither of us wanted to bring up. He’s quiet for a long while as he scrambles the eggs he had cracked into the skillet. I can see he’s already fixed some bacon and pancakes. 
 
    Just when I think he’s not going to answer, he opens his mouth, “I’ve always loved literature. Ever since I was a kid,” his back is towards me while he places the pancakes on their plates. He brings the dishes to the table. 
 
    He sits beside me and continues talking, “Reading, writing it made life easier. Books gave me a place to go during bad times. It was my safe haven when my home wasn’t. I would read and imagine that I was the hero doing all the heroic things. I sometimes pretended I was them and I’d write my own stories, fan fictions I guess,” he finishes preparing his eggs and dumps some onto the plates. He walks up to the fridge, taking out a jug of orange juice and setting it down between our plates with a set of cups. 
 
    I press for more information since he's generous, “When you say that books were your safe heaven, when your home wasn’t, what do you mean by that?” I ask. I see his face fall, and I immediately know this is a hard-hitting question. He’s quiet again. Then he nods, seeming to have come to a decision with himself, 
 
    “I promised you I would tell you everything, so here goes,” he takes a deep breath. “I didn’t have your typical childhood, I guess. My dad wasn’t exactly father of the year. He was…well, an enigma. He’d present himself as this elegant figure of professionalism, but in reality, he really loved his women. He was always running off on my mom. He’d been doing it for a while apparently,” he paused, I could tell this was difficult for him. I reached out and squeezed his hand. Keith continued, “One day, an early release day, he didn’t pick me up from school, so I walked home. It wasn’t very far, but I was only nine. When I got home, dads car was there. I walked inside, and I heard noises from their bedroom. I was scared, but I pushed it open anyway. And, dad was fucking some lady that was not my mom. He wasn’t just having sex, though; he was beating her. Slapping her. She was crying, and his hand was wrapped around her throat when I’d barged in, she looked at me like she her prayer had been answered. She ran. And my dad,” he paused again as his voice grew tight. “He beat me. I’d never felt so much pain in my life before. He threatened me; he told me that if I told my mother that she’d leave us both, I’d be all alone. What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    I open my mouth, but he stops me, I allow him to continue talking. “When mom came home, dad told her he’d found me like that. That I’d gotten into a fight at school and would need to stay home for the rest of the week because I’d been suspended,” he finished. I could see the tears on his face. My heart sinks and my instinct tell me to hug him, so I do. Tears keep on falling, my shoulder becomes moist. My thoughts go back to the party and me holding him like this in the bathroom. “He hurt women Vidya. It happened a lot more after that. Once he had that leverage on me, he used it as often as he could. The moment my mom had to work a late shift; he’d have some girl over. When she was hospitalised for a miscarriage that bastard had a lady over the entire three days. That’s why I’m scared I might hurt you. It’s in my blood Vidya. My dad hurt women and then…I hurt her,” I know that he’s talking about his ex, “And I don’t want to hurt you too,” he says. His eyes are red and face moist as the tears continue to fall. 
 
    “Keith, you are not your father. What happened back then, with your ex, was a stupid drunken accident. It’s not the same,” I say, taking his face into my hands, forcing him to look into my eyes. 
 
    After a few minutes, he has calmed back down but continues to hold me, his arms locked around my waist and hanging on like he’s afraid I’ll disappear. When he pulls away, he reaches up and runs his fingers beneath my eyes, I didn’t even realise I’d been crying too. 
 
    “What happened to your mom? Did she find out?” I ask. He nods slowly, his head still between my hands, “Yeah. It was my dad’s birthday one year, so she wanted to surprise him, I guess. She came home early and was through the door before I could even say anything. I remember starting up at her and watching as her smile melted away when the sound of the – the moans – made their way to her ears. I remember she had a huge cake and a bag presents in her arms. When she dropped them and ran towards their room, I knew then that it was finally over,” he says, “It wasn’t an easy divorce. I had to give all the details I knew about him cheating, but my mom was hurting enough, so I didn’t share all the things he’d done to me to the police or protective services. I didn’t tell her. I haven’t seen him in years,” he pauses, “So, yeah. You can imagine how strong my mom is trying to be. First, my dad…and then me,” he trails off, and I can’t think of anything to do but to hug him again, tighter than before. 
 
    The doorbell rings, and we both look at each other. I pull my phone from my pocket and glance at the time. I’d forgotten that July was coming over today, “Shit, it’s July. She was coming to see me today,” I say and pull away from Keith. “She said she had something she needed to tell me and it was too important to tell me over the phone,” Keith nods and steps back, “I probably shouldn’t be here, right?” he says, and I nod, “I’ll hide in here. Don’t worry, I’m good at being quiet,” he says with all seriousness. 
 
    I run to the door before July thinks I’m not home or ignoring her and pull the door open faster than I mean to. I hadn’t even thought to clean my face or wipe my eyes, and when July turns around and sees me, her face sinks. 
 
    “I was too late, wasn’t I? You found the video?” she says and steps inside, wrapping me into a hug, “Vee, I am so sorry this is happening to you.” 
 
    “July,” I say. “What do you know?” I ask her. She stares at me, wide-eyed as we both sit on the sofa. I lean back to glance into the kitchen but can’t see Keith anywhere. I turn back to July as she takes my hands in hers, 
 
    “I overheard Kassie and Brad talking the last day of school, about how Michael was going to show you a video that Kassie held onto for a long time. Of course, I didn’t know what they were talking about. But I found it odd that they would both be talking about Michael, I mean, Brad and Michael haven’t exactly been friends. Well, Kassie was saying that she was going to post ‘it’ and Brad got in an argument over it, telling her not to do it. But you know Kassie. She did. And then a few hours later Brad approached me asking if I knew how to remove videos from online if someone else had posted them which, of course, you can’t. So I asked to see the video he was talking about, but he refused to tell me what or where it was posted. But then, at the end of school, I found a note with a URL written on it tucked into my textbook.” 
 
    This is insane. I mean, at least Brad had tried to stop it but still. Too little and too late. I take in a long breath, “Vee, was that really you and Michael in that video?” I nod, my lip is trembling as July continues, 
 
    “I know that I’ve never asked before. But I know you, and that was not you in that video. So, tell me what really happened Vidya.” 
 
    This time I take in the deepest breath of my life and sit down to narrate a story I never thought I’d ever had to tell, “I’m guessing everyone already knew I had a crush on Michael back in middle school. I was always so bent on getting his attention. And then one day, I did. You know how our ninth grade History professor would let us stay in his classroom during lunch break?” 
 
    I ask, she nods, 
 
    “Well a bunch of us would stay there to hangout. Mostly we just goofed off. It all started with Michael looking at me and laughing at my jokes, being flirty, stuff like that. He wanted me to sit on his lap. Shy as I was, I did. I sat on his lap because I was happy that he was giving me the attention that I wanted.” 
 
    I don’t know how I’m going to get into further details, but I’m trying. And I know that somewhere in the other room Keith is listening and needs to know this too, all of it, so I talk loud enough that I’m sure he can hear every word. 
 
    “Our history classroom became our hangout spot. Then one day, we all were supposed to be at a graduation meeting, everyone left, except for him and me. We stayed behind. He touched me that day, through my clothes, he felt every inch of me. I let him. He kept saying he liked me,” tears start falling down my cheeks like waterfalls. 
 
    “Because you thought he cared for you. Because you thought he had genuine feelings for you,” July interjects. I nodded, 
 
    “Yes. Well, he convinced me to,” I can’t get the words to leave my mouth. July squeezes my hands and gives me a hug, which makes me cry even worse. “He convinced me to go down on him, give him a blowjob. So, I did. And then he wanted more but I sad no. He told me he’d tell everyone I was a total slut if I ever spoke about this to anyone,” 
 
    “Vee, he took advantage of you. It’s not your fault, none of it,” 
 
    I cry for a long while, and July runs her fingers over my hair and face, comforting me. I tell her than what happened at the party, how he had reached into my shirt and wouldn’t stop even after I said no. July ground her teeth together, “That asshole! He has to pay for this, Vee. You have to tell someone.” I nod my head, “I know. I’m just not sure who I can tell without everything unravelling. I wish I’d never gone to this school. I hate it!” I cry long and hard. From the corner of my eye, I see Keith watching, his eyes moist with tears. 
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    After July left, I pulled Keith over to the sofa with me. With a deep sigh, I dab at my eyes and feel how puffy they were. I feel like I’d been crying forever. Maybe I have been.  We sit together for the longest time when I go stiff with fear as the door clicks, and my parents’ step inside the house. 
 
    My dad’s jaw falls open, and my mom, who was laughing behind him, steps in and the noise is cut short, “Vidya? Keith?” she looks between the two of us. My dad turns his head to look at her, accusing her of knowing about this. She arches her eyebrows, sets her jaw, and shakes her head as her eyes drop to me and bore into my head. 
 
      
 
    My dad is the first to speak, “And what exactly have you been up to young lady?” I don’t have an answer to that question. I glance at Keith. No matter what I say, the situation looks terrible. I’ve been here alone all day, with a boy. They won’t care that July was here and if they ask her about Keith, she won’t have an answer for them. 
 
    “Dad, I—” I open my mouth, but Keith stops me. Rising, he makes his way to stand in front of my dad. “Sir, I’m sorry to come over here without permission. I dropped by to ask Vidya if she’d accompany me to run a few errands for my mom,” he says. My mom looks at him clearly knowing that everything he’s saying is a lie. It’s evident that we’ve both been crying. Our faces are red and wet with tears, and my clothes are crumpled up and my hair messy. 
 
    “And who are you?” my dad asks curtly. 
 
    “My name is Keith sir, Keith Masters. I go to school with your daughter,” he answers honestly, “We live just down the road past the corner store, not twenty minutes or so from here,” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” he eyes the both of us. “You mean to tell me,” he now focuses on Keith. “That my daughter let you into this house, without our permission, to go on some errands? She knows to text us first. And she knows that boys are not allowed in the house when we aren’t at home, no exceptions,” he shakes his head and crosses his arms. My mom makes her way past my dad and disappears with her bags upstairs. Dad continued, his voice filled with irritation, “Excuse me, Mr Masters, if I find it hard to believe considering the current state of you both,” he waves his hand at us. Keith doesn’t look any better than I do. At some point, he had unbuttoned his shirt, and it hung open, revealing the black muscle shirt stretched tight across his abs beneath the button up. 
 
    “Dad,” I step in. “Look I’m sorry, I was about to text you guys—” 
 
    “That’s not like you Vee,” he says with authority. “You should have known better—” 
 
    “I know Dad, I’m sorry. It won’t happen again—” 
 
    “Exactly, it won’t happen again, because you’re grounded for the rest of the week,” he says and deep down I know he means it. “Now, please leave my house before I call your mom and the police, Mr Masters,” Keith stands with his jaw hanging open, he closes it and nods slowly before digging his keys out of his pocket and closing the door quietly behind him. 
 
    I go and look out the living room window as Keith drives off before turning back to my father, anger tinting my voice, “Dad! You didn’t have to threaten him like that!” I growl. My dad cocks his head to one side and frowns. The deep creases in his face growing deeper with anger, “Excuse me, young lady but you know the rules, we have rules for a reason,” he says, “And from the way, you two looked it was a good thing we walked in when we did!” he growls. My face turns red with embarrassment and growing fury, “It’s not like that dad, not at all. You’ve no idea what Keith and I have been through together,” 
 
    “That’s right, I don’t. And from the looks of things, it seems like I should have! I know I’m at work a lot. I know I’m not always here but Vidya, I’ll be damn if I’m going to watch my daughter get dragged around by guys like that,” 
 
    “Guys like what dad?” 
 
    “Guys like that only want one thing Vidya, and you’re old enough to know what that is,” he says with a finality in his voice that tells me that no amount of arguing is going to change his mind about Keith and me. Angry and in tears, I ran up to my room and locked my door behind me. 
 
    Great, now I can never tell them I want to transfer schools and why. Not with my dad fearing that everything he thinks could happen has already come true. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “My dad said I can’t go out anywhere. Christmas Eve is no exception, he says it’s a family holiday and should be spent with the family,” I say to Keith on the phone. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I really wanted you to be here,” Keith says over the phone. Since I’m grounded now, I haven’t been able to leave the house, not even when mom wanted to go do some more last-minute bargain bin shopping at Walmart. I let out a sigh so deep my shoulders sink, 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Keith. Say thank you to your mom for the invitation. It would have been lovely to meet your grandmother,” I say in all honesty. 
 
    “She was psyched to meet you too. She was glad I’d found someone incredible in my life. I’ve told her so much about you.” 
 
    “Did you tell her about our fights,” I joke. Keith freezes on the line, not saying anything until I do, “Keith, Keith, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vee,” he says exasperated. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” 
 
    “The fights, for all the shit I put you through. If you’d have been any other girl, you wouldn’t have gone to my house that day demanding answers—” 
 
    I reach out up and unconsciously begin twirling my hair around one finger, “Well, I’m a girl who knows what she wants, and I want you.” 
 
    Months ago, I would have not said that. I would have said Keith was insane and unpredictable, completely unreadable; a guy who drives me crazy in both good ways and wrong ways. Now everything about him is starting to make sense I feel more at ease with him than ever. More confident in our feelings. He is still tough to piece together sometimes, but at least now I know the reasons behind that, and we can work it out together. 
 
    “I know what I want too, I wish I were there to kiss you,” he says, and just the mere thought of him kissing me right now sends my body on frenzy mode. I can feel my ears growing warm again in a familiar way, “You know what?” he asks. I shake my head as if he could actually see me through the phone. “I want to call you my girlfriend, can I?” he asks so sweetly. 
 
    “You already have,” I counter with a smile. 
 
    He goes silent, “I have?” I nod again even though its over the phone and remind him of the text he’d sent me not all that long ago. I can hear the smile in his voice as he laughs, “Fair enough, so…can I?” he pushes for an answer. 
 
    “Only if I get to call you my boyfriend,” I counter. 
 
    “Yes, of course, girlfriend,” he mocks, “As you wish.” 
 
    I like this, the simplicity to us calling each other boyfriend and girlfriend, of acknowledging this new and more profound commitment. I love how he didn’t make it such a big deal but still made the gesture feel true. 
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    Christmas Eve is a blur of moving crowds and strangers all around. My father’s annual work gala is being held today, and he didn’t bother to tell us until the very last minute. Mom and I had to go shopping this morning for dresses. We managed to find some decent ones in the prom shop discount aisle. Mom chose a long sterling silver dress with a plunging neckline, which she closed up a bit with a safety pin to make it a bit more modest. My dress is cerulean blue with magenta flower patterns at the end, unlike my mother’s; my dress has a short tail. I feel like Cinderella getting ready for the ball, but only my prince charming won’t be there. 
 
    My mom didn’t want to just let my hair hang loosely, “It just doesn’t look formal like that” she’d said so I chose to curl it and put into an updo. My makeup is simple but pretty, just the way I like it. As soon as we’re ready, my dad rushes us off the party. We are late, but fashionably so. 
 
    As I walk into the venue, I try my hardest not to trip on anything. My heels aren’t that high; still, I’m terrible at walking in them. A man directs us to our table, and I take a seat thankful that I don’t have to walk anymore. I slide the shoes off beneath the table, grateful for the long table cloth to shield me from scrutinous eyes as I rub my toes against each other. 
 
    The place is fancy. Glass chandeliers dangle from the ceilings, waiters walk to and fro bringing trays and large amounts of food to all the guests. There is live music in the form of a pianist accompanied by a small group of violins and tuba players. My dad’s company really went all out this year. This is not exactly how I pictured spending Christmas Eve. To think I could have been sitting in the middle of Keith’s living room, talking to this mother and grandmother, wrapped between Keith’s arms. As lovely as this place is I’d much rather be having a happy little holiday with him and his family. I snap myself out of my fantasy. I miss Keith; I haven’t seen him in over a week. I slip my heels back on, stand up, and tell my mother that I’m going to the bathroom. She stands up to go with me, but I stop her, she doesn’t say anything, just blinks at me, and then slides back into a conversation with the wife of one of my dad’s co-workers. 
 
      
 
    As I step out of the main dining area and down one of the large annexed halls, I can’t help but notice the stares coming my way from some of the single men at their tables. I ignore them and proceed to the bathroom. I stand in a corner near the sinks and pull out my phone to call Keith. He picks up on the first ring. 
 
    “Vee! What a surprise, I was just talking to Gram about you. How’s your Christmas Eve been so far?” he asks. I smile grimly, my lips pressed together and snort, 
 
    “Honestly? Not the best. I’m at my dad’s annual company gala. It’s not exactly the setting I imagined for my Christmas Eve,” I say truthfully. “I miss you,” I blurt out too loud; I get looks from some of the women coming into the restroom. 
 
    “I miss you too,” Keith sighs. “I wish you were here with me. Where’s this gala of yours at anyway?” he asks. 
 
    “It’s at the Grand Garden Hotel,” I announce. 
 
    “Fancy, eh?” 
 
    “Very fancy,” I admit. “I’ll call you tomorrow to say Merry Christmas. I’d better go, or my parents will wonder where I’ve gone off to. Bye, Keith.” 
 
    “Bye Vee, cheer up I have a feeling you’re going to enjoy the rest of your night,” he declares. I only hope that’s true. 
 
    Happily, seated back at our table, I engage in small talk with some of the women from the company. They ask me about what I intend to do after high school. I tell them about my plans to pursue a career in writing and how I want to major in English. They all find it strange that I would take an interest in something as juvenile as writing. They think the publishing industry is dead, and that the generation of this era doesn’t read books. They tell me that a girl with my grades and level of talent should become a lawyer or a doctor. You don’t know how many times I’ve been told that. They continue to prattle on about what a good doctor I’d make or maybe pharmaceuticals like my father. 
 
    I open my purse and glance down at my phone, hoping it’s already midnight so we can go home, but no luck. It’s only 10:30pm. I sigh and roll my eyes. A voice slides into my thoughts, “Parties aren’t your kind of scene I’m guessing?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” I ask, some dude is looking at me from across the table, he seems young-ish. Not as young as me by far, but he definitely stands out among the crowd of seasoned adults. If I had to guess I’d say he was the early thirties, his face looks familiar, and I’m sure I’ve seen him before, but I can’t place where. 
 
    “I’m saying that judging by your face, it looks like parties aren’t your type of thing,” he says. I honestly don’t want to talk to anyone right now. But I don’t want to come off as rude either. I shrug my shoulders and purse my lips. 
 
    “Yeah, parties aren’t exactly my cup of tea,” I admit, hoping he doesn’t answer. I’m not in the mood to take up small talk. My phone rings in my hand, and I pick it up without looking. Anything to get out of what I imagine is about to be an extremely awkward conversation, “Yes,” I say in a serene tone. 
 
    “Look to your right,” its Keith. I make a face, “What on Earth does that mean?” I start to ask, but I do as he says, I turn my head and there he is. Keith, looking as handsome as ever in a full tuxedo, tie and shiny shoes, his hair slicked back and clean-shaven. The navy-blue fabric with pale blue pinstripes matches his eyes perfectly.  He stands with his hands, politely folded over each other. 
 
    My mouth falls open as I rise to greet him, ignoring the man that was at the table with me. 
 
    “Surprise,” he says quickly crossing the room to greet me, he hoists me into the air and then were kissing passionately, like he’s gone years without seeing me, and I don’t care that everyone is looking at us. I want to devour him; I want to feel every inch of his skin. My hands pull him by his tie, forcing him to kiss me harder and deeper, and he groans into my mouth. I can hear people whispering, and reality comes flooding back in. 
 
    “Come on, let’s move before my parents see you!” I say and grabbing his hand, I lead him out of the main hall and down one of the annexes, till we come to a place where no one else seems to be. I curl our bodies into one of the draped tapestries that hangs from atop the pillars that line each hall. No one can see us like this, not easily anyway. 
 
    I maintain my grip on his tie, pulling him against me as I press my back to the pillar. Out of impulse, I wrap my left leg around his hip, causing the dress to slide away and reveal one bare leg. He jolts upright. The surprise is written across his face. “Fuck! Vee, are you trying to drive me insane? I came because I wanted to see you and surprise you. I could tell you were miserable over the phone. But damn, you look so beautiful. This dress of yours,” he pulls at the fabric of my dress. “All I want to do now is take it off you,” My cheeks heat up. I internally squeal. “Since day one, you’ve driven me crazy. But now that you’re mine, I can barely control myself,” he says, his eyes glazed over as he leans in to kiss me again. When we part, he reaches a hand out for me, and I interlace our fingers, “Can we go back to the party now. I really want to dance with my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Girlfriend,” I say, cheekily with a grin and shake my shoulders, “I love how that word rolls off your tongue.” 
 
    “Oh, really,” he teases, pressing his forehead to mine, “Girl-friend,” he rolls the word softly, making me shiver. I pout, I don’t want to leave yet, but if I’m gone for too long, my parents will start to look for me. If people say they saw me dancing with someone, then at least my parents would know I’m ok and won’t come looking for me. But still. 
 
    “Keith,” I stop him. “We have to be careful if my parents spot you, I’m dead,” I say. 
 
    “Vee,” he holds my face in his hands and lowers himself, so he’s at my level. “I won’t mess this up for you. I just want to spend the night with you,” he kisses the tip of my nose. A sweet yet silly gesture that makes me care for him even more. We compose ourselves and head into the party. There’s no looking back now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The room is crowded. It’ll be easy to keep Keith away from my parents. Without a second guess, Keith takes my hand and guides me to the dance floor; all the way to the back to make sure we aren’t recognised by my parents. From this distance, they will just see that I’m dancing and having a good time with someone. 
 
    We start swaying to the rhythm. I lean my head on his chest, and I feel his arms go lower on my back, holding me gently at the orbit of my hips. I breathe in his scent, the mint is always there, and I’ve accepted that this is part of his natural scent. It’s comforting, and as we sway together, I feel his chin rest against the top of my head, and I’ve never been happier in my life. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    As I wake from a good night’s sleep, I can’t help but smile. Last night was amazing thanks to Keith. I can’t believe he drove to the hotel to be with me for the night. I mean he left his mother and grandmother to come to see me all because I was having a bad time. That is the sweetest, most thoughtful thing anyone has ever done for me. Most of all, I’m glad we weren’t caught. That’s the most important thing of all. Although my mom was suspicious of the stupid grin, I had plastered on my face after the event. Keith had managed to slip out of the party at roughly fifteen minutes before midnight so that he had time to get his car and be well on his way home before we were. 
 
    Today is Christmas, and I couldn’t be more excited. I can’t help it. There is just something special about the holidays, and Keith made it all the better last night. I feel like I’m glowing. When I step out of bed, I nearly fall down when I stumble on a giant present sitting on the floor. 
 
    I pick up the box and take a seat back on the bed and wonder what’s inside. The paper is beautifully decorated; silver with penguins wearing Christmas hats dancing across the snow. I open the box and nearly fall off the bed; my eyes tear up just by seeing the gift, and I know it isn’t from my parents. As if on cue, I pick up a small card that I find inside and read it: 
 
      
 
    There are all kinds of love in this world, but never the same love twice. 
 
    – Keith (with credit to the Fitz.) 
 
      
 
    I laugh out loud, of course, only hopeless literature obsessed romantics like Keith would quote F. Scott Fitzgerald. One of the most beautiful love quotes you could hope to woo a woman with. I have always wanted to read The Great Gatsby, but I put it off so long I had forgotten altogether. Now I hold in my hands a first edition of the book, and I cannot contain my emotions. I carefully keep the book, still in the box, away from my body, so I don’t get a single tear on it. I turn on my phone and video, call Keith. He picks up immediately. 
 
    I hope I haven’t woken him up; it’s only around 6:00am. Judging by his face, messy hair, and the headboard behind him, there’s no doubt I woke him. Now I feel bad for doing so. “Merry Christmas!” I chirp through a fog of tears. 
 
    “Merry Christmas, beautiful,” he says his voice is groggy, he’s rubbing his eyes. He looks so cute, freshly woken up. 
 
    He’s shirtless, and I catch a glimpse of bare, muscled chest, which excites me to no end. “Thank you for the present Keith, I love it!” He smiles proudly, but my smile becomes frown as I say, “Only now I feel like shit, I didn’t get you anything.” 
 
    He waves me off, “That’s not important. I didn’t expect you to. If you want to make it up to me how about a do-over dinner date, I didn’t exactly get to try your delicious homemade Indian cuisine that day,” he winks. “What do you say? You know, once you're not grounded anymore and I can meet your dad officially?” 
 
    “Deal,” I smile back at him. “But, how did you sneak that present into my room?” 
 
    He smiles, “I did the ninja climb up to your room. My original plan was to leave it at your window, but I was afraid you wouldn’t notice it. And then I saw it was unlocked, so I left it inside.” 
 
    “You were in my room while I was asleep?” I say in disbelief. However, the thought of Keith in my room thrills me, even if I wasn’t awake to see him. “You should have woken me up!” I whine. 
 
    That makes him laugh, I see him get off his bed and walk to his dresser. “You were so peaceful; I didn’t want to interrupt your slumber.” 
 
    “Well the next time you decide to sneak into my room, you better wake me,” I announce. 
 
    “What exactly makes you think there will be a next time,” he arches his eyebrows. I watch as he removes a shirt from his dresser and pulls it over his head.  
 
  
 
  
   
    For a brief few seconds, I get to see his entire body spread out and up before me. His stomach arches back as he lifts his arms, outlining every single muscle in his stomach. How I’d love to trail my fingers down his abs again. I chew on my lip as I watched him. He turned back to the camera and smiled, “Like what you see?” 
 
    I give him one of my pouty looks, and that brings once again another smile onto his face. “Damn I wish I was there with you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I say. 
 
    We don’t talk for long since he’s got to go celebrate with his family and me with mine. Still, we promise each other to at least text during the day. I place my new book, on my shelf and then head to down to see if my parents are up yet. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I’ve never felt like this in my life, it’s been a long time since my dad has made me cry like this. The first time being one day in the sixth grade when I was frustrated over math, and he called me stupid for taking so long to figure a problem out. 
 
    It wasn’t that he said anything mean exactly, but today, while I was driving with him to practice for my license, I accidentally hit the brakes too quickly, and he lurched forward. He panicked and started screaming at me that I was going to get us killed. I began to cry, and that made him angrier. My dad doesn’t know how to treat people. The simplest of things gets him mad. He likes things to work when he wants them to work, and he wishes for people to do what he says when he says to do them. He’s a bit strict, I guess, but I know he loves me. But still. He didn’t need to yell so much. 
 
    On top of that he already hates that I want to become a writer. He doesn’t get my love for books. There are teenagers out there that only want to party and do drugs, I’m not doing any of that, so I don’t get why gives me such a hard time. I just wish he were a kinder father, a more open and understanding one. That’s all I ask. 
 
    After we’d gotten back home, dad had bolted out of the car, slamming the door as I burst into tears again. I got out of the car and ran. 
 
      
 
    By the time I stopped running, I hadn’t realised how far I’d run or where too. So I grab my phone and dial Keith’s number. I open up the location map and tell him where I’m out, and he says, “I know where you’re at, stay right there it’ll only be a few minutes,” I nod and agree to wait. Minutes later I see his red Volkswagen pull up. I step in without saying a word. Keith turns to look at me, but I wave him off, indicating to drive. 
 
    “What happened?” he finally asks. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’ll tell you once we get to your place.” He turns to look at me as if I’ve said something out of place. I can’t go home right now; I’m too upset, and I know my dad will be in a bad mood for the rest of the evening. Over nothing. 
 
    “I’m not going home, Keith. That’s where my problem’s at,” with that said he doesn’t press me further. 
 
    I look in the mirror as we pull in to his driveway and my face looks like a disaster. My cheeks are all puffy, my mouth feels dry, and I have this terrible ache in my chest. Keith opens the passenger door for me, and just when I thought there were no tears left in me. I bury my face in Keith’s chest and income the waterworks. “Vee,” Keith kisses the top of my head, “I hate seeing you like this, please tell me what happened?” I nod into his chest, and he lifts my head up to meet his eyes. “Let’s go inside, okay?” I nod again, unwilling to talk. 
 
    Once inside, I look around to see if I spot his mom or grandmother. As if knowing my question, Keith answers, “They’re not here. Mom took Gram shopping.” 
 
    I head upstairs and into his room and plop down onto his bed, face planted on the mattress. “Vee?” I hear the concern in Keith’s voice. I can feel the bed sink down, creaking softly, as he sits down next to me and rubs circles on my back. “Are you ready to talk, or should I give you a minute?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” I raise my head up and turn around, my back now to the mattress. I look up at the ceiling and start talking. I tell him about learning to drive and my dads’ horrible attitude about it. And then I continue to tell him about how easily my dad gets angry. About how he yells and threatens. It’s nothing like what Keith has been through, but my dad still terrifies me, or rather I’m not terrified of him but that I don’t want to disappoint him. By the time I’m done, I’ve stopped crying, and my face is dry. I’m now resting on Keith’s chest; we’ve been silent for a while. Keith’s playing with my hair, twirling it between his fingers as I nuzzle his neck. 
 
    Downstairs I hear the door banging and then laughter. Keith shifts his arm out from beneath my neck, “Guess they’re back,” he kisses my hair. “Come on,” he takes my hand pulling me up, “If there’s anyone who could cheer you up, it’s my grandma. I’m happy that you’ll get the opportunity to meet her after all.” He smiles, and I hold on to his hand as we head downstairs. 
 
    “Grandma,” Keith announces, walking into the kitchen. He mom smiles, “Oh Keith, there you are we—” she stops when I come around the corner, surprised, “Oh! We have an extra guest tonight,” she smiles easily. And reaches over to tap the shoulder of the older woman with her back turned to us. Keith steps forwards, “Gram. This is Vidya, my girlfriend.” he adds, and I can’t help but smile at how he introduces me to his grandmother. She turns around, and her face breaks into an easy smile. I’m surprised, his grandmother looks very young, much like his mother does. She seems like a very elegant woman with her hair coifed into an old-fashioned bob with waves in it, finger-curls I think is what they used to be called. Her dress is high-collared, and she wears a string of pearls around her neck to match her pearl earrings. On her dainty feet, she has white pumps, and I can tell she is wearing hose. Her blond hair looks silver with age, and she has the same cerulean blue eyes as her daughter and grandson. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so happy to finally meet you!” she walks up to me, extending both arms. We embrace, and I can’t help but feel liberated by not being at home right now, “It’s nice to meet you too.” I say and smile. 
 
    “My goodness you’re gorgeous,” she exclaims, releasing me and glances over at Keith with a sly smile on her lips, “Keith dear, I know you said she was beautiful, but I don’t think that word is enough. You didn’t say you were dating a super-model,” Keith hides his embarrassment by turning towards his mother, who walks up to me to give me a hug. 
 
    “It’s so nice to see you again Vidya,” she says. Leaning in, she hugs me tightly, wrapping her slender arms around my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too, Emma.” 
 
    She whispers in my ear, “You’ve made my boy the happiest man alive.” her words surprise me, and I look away, trying to hide my embarrassment. My face is red; I just know it. 
 
    His grandmother takes me by the hand, “Come, dearest, we must get acquainted. Tell me all about yourself,” she says and leads me into the living room. 
 
    It’s getting late, and at some point, I have to go home. Now I’m just really freaked out. I know my dad is going to kill me, especially if he sees me arrive with Keith. I’m debating rather not going home until tomorrow morning while mom’s at work and dad will be on a business trip for an entire week at Chicago. I’ll be somewhat safe for a week. 
 
    I ask Emma for permission to use the bathroom, and I go upstairs. Staying way longer than I needed to, I hear a knock at the door. “Vee, are you alright in there?” 
 
    “You can come in,” I say from the other side. Keith enters and finds me sitting on the floor. My back against the porcelain tub. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asks, sitting down in front of me. 
 
    “Keith, I don’t want to go home. Can I stay here the night?” This is the most absurd question I could possibly ask him. It’s a terrible idea, I know it is. In fact, if my dad knew where Keith lived, he’d probably be storming the place right now with cops in tow. 
 
    “Vee of course, but won’t your parents be furious if you don’t get home.” He says, I sigh. I can’t do this. What was I even thinking? My parents must be worried, sick. I haven’t checked my phone in hours. I bet they’ve called me a thousand times by now. I nod. 
 
    “You’re right—” 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t want you to stay. You know you are always welcomed here. I just don’t want to get you in trouble with your parents. Your dad already hates me, and I don’t want another reason for him to hate me even more. Plus, he was mad at you before, you should try to talk things out.” How is it that this boy always has the right things to say in these kinds of situations? 
 
    “My dad doesn’t hate you,” I finally say. “He doesn’t even know you, so that’s very unlikely. He’s just overprotective of me,” 
 
    Minutes later I’m saying my goodbyes to Emma and Keith’s grandmother, Jude. Keith was kind enough to drive me home. The snow is heavy on the ground so we go slow and careful and a five-minute drive turns into fifteen. When we arrive in front of my house, I thank Keith with a quick kiss. I pull my keys out of my pocket and open the front door. I breathe in and then out, readying myself for the storm I know I’m about to face. 
 
      
 
    My parents are on the sofa, they have the news playing silently in the background when they turn to face me. “Vidya,” they both say with a tone of authority. 
 
    “Yes, hello,” I squeak. I walk to face them. 
 
    “Take a seat,” my dad says flatly. “It’s time we all have a good old family talk.” If there’s one thing I hate most in this world, it’s when my dad says family talk. 
 
    There’s nothing better than a good old family talk that leaves you in even more tears than before. The only thing I want to do right now is to crawl into bed and forget today ever happened. Well, except meeting Gram Jude, that was amazing. 
 
    My mom told dad about Keith and me. That helped him fill up the pieces of why he had been over here and then where I had gone to today. I told Keith that my dad didn’t hate him. But he sure as hell did right now. 
 
    So, I decided it was a better time than any to explain everything that had been going on, everything but what actually happened at the party or about what Keith had done in the past. I didn’t need them threatening lawsuits, and I didn’t need them having a reason to want to put a restraining order on Keith. I explained to them the bullying, about what Kassie and her friends, including Bradley, had been doing to work against me. My mom and dad listened with rapt interest and nodded their heads now and then. I give them as much detail as I can without totally incriminating either Michael, he should owe me for this, or Keith. My dad had a lot of questions which I answered honestly and sincerely. They agreed that I could transfer back into Preston Preparatory, granted that I was able to pass the driver’s license test this weekend so that I could drive myself. They were upset that I didn’t tell them how I felt sooner. And honestly, I think my dad actually had some tears in his eyes. He even managed to listen to me long enough to know that Keith wasn’t the source of my anxiety, Kassie and her friends where. My dad isn’t entirely keen with me dating, still as long as I promised not to go running off without letting them know or where I’m headed, he can agree to it. But he wants to meet Keith in an official capacity which I gladly agree to, I know Keith would want to. 
 
      
 
    I still haven’t gotten to my room; I’ve been lost in thought, mid-way up the staircase. I bring myself back to Earth and bolt into my room. I turn on the lights and almost scream when a pair of arms wrap around me. I turn around, ready to throw punches when I realise its Keith. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I whisper making sure no one hears us I close my door behind me. 
 
    “Listening in, your dad might get angry but, he’s not that bad,” he says with a shrug. I blanched, my eyes go wide, “Oh my god, Keith. You heard everything?” I ask, and he shakes his head, “Not everything” With a shrug, he waltzes over to my bed and plops down on it. “I felt guilty bringing you back here, I thought you’d end up in more trouble. So, I thought I’d stay the night with you, is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s more than okay. But, what about our mom and where did you leave your car?” I ask, wondering. 
 
    “I’m staying with Ashton, Gram and Mom went to a late-night movie. You have a mechanic down the street; he was just about to close when I asked him if I could leave my car so he could change the oil for me in the morning, it needed it anyway. So, I walked here. In the snow. I’m freezing, you should probably warm me up,” he says and throws me a lop-sided grin. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I say and lace my fingers behind his neck. 
 
    “So are you,” he says, reaching out for me. I walk into his arms, and he rests his head on my stomach, nuzzling his face into my sweater. “What did your parents say?” he asks. I have to stop myself from giggling, as he pulls me down on my bed and curls up against my side. 
 
    “Everything’s okay, actually. We had a good conversation, for once. My dad wants to meet you,” his eyes open wide and he turns his head to look up at me, “You told him?” he asks. I shake my head, “No, my mother did.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And I’m transferring schools,” I say, but then immediately regret it because Keith’s entire demeanour changes. I can see the sadness creeping in his eyes. 
 
    “Time for bed,” he whispers in my ear, ignoring what I just said. 
 
    “But I haven’t showered yet,” I remark. 
 
    “Fine, go take a shower. I’ll warm the bed for you,” I throw a pillow at him playfully. He laughs and throws it back at me; only it misses because I duck on time. I snatch the pillow up and toss it back, running into my bathroom and closing the door I hear the soft thump at it lands against the door. Excited, I start the shower and undress. But, as the warm water passes over me, I realise that transferring schools is going to make it extremely hard for Keith and I to see each other. I hadn’t thought of that before. I hope we can make it work. No, I know we can. 
 
    After having a nice warm shower and my teeth neatly brushed, I walk into my bedroom. The perk of having a bathroom in your room is that it saves you a long walk, especially in those moments when you really got to go, or when the floor is cold, or you forgot to bring a change of clothes with you. When I look at Keith, he is already fast asleep. 
 
    I gaze at his motionless sleeping body and can’t help but imagine it hovering over mine. His lips pressing against mine as his hands caress my body. Oh god, what am I thinking? I get closer and realise that he isn’t wearing anything, only his underwear, and that’s when I see the bulge in his boxers. I slap a hand over my face to hold back a squeal. My face is on fire, ears burning. I was sure that if I had some ice cubes, I could melt them on my forehead. 
 
    I can’t take my eyes away from Keith’s body. Snapping myself out of my daze, I turn off the bedside lamp and crawl into bed next to him, gently sliding beneath the covers. I feel nervous and strange, lying next to him, but I trust him. I close my eyes and drift off. 
 
      
 
    I wake up in an entanglement of limbs wrapped around me. Keith’s head rests on my shoulder, I can barely move. But I need to get up. I carefully push Keith to the side, luckily, he doesn’t wake up. Instead, he snorts and rolls over, curling up on a ball on the other side of the bed. 
 
    I enter the kitchen and am surprised to see my aunt, Indali, sitting in there. She gives me a smile from the counter where she’s leaning with a mug of coffee in her hands, “Morning Vee,” she says and walks up to me. Wrapping an arm around me for a hug, I try to mask my surprise, “Morning, Indali, what are you doing here?” I eye her curiously. She looks right at home. 
 
    She flashes me a bright smile and then gives me hug. “So, Parvati called this morning letting me know that today was the only day this week that they can squeeze you in for your driving exam, so she asked me if I could take you there.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, surprised. And it’s always weird to hear my mom’s name, Parvati, I always just call her mom. This is bad. I wasn’t expecting to take the exam today. I wanted to get in at least one more day of practice, Keith had agreed to let me borrow his car for extra practice. 
 
    “You should go wake your boy,” she says as she takes a sip of her coffee. My face turned every shade of pink, and I began to fumble with my words. 
 
    “W-what did you say?” I asked. 
 
    “I said to go wake up your man, Keith’s his name, right?” she asks. I’m speechless, how the hell? As if knowing my unspoken question, she says, “You should really lock your door, sweetie. I went to check on you, seeing as you still hadn’t woken up and your mother told me you usually wake early. I’m sorry, I didn’t see anything,” she adds and then smiles over the lip of her cup. “He’s cute,” she giggles. I can’t help the smile that creeps across my face. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything I swear! He just stayed the night because he was worried about me. Wait. You’re okay with this?” I ask in disbelief. If it had been my parents who found Keith in my bed, they would have murdered him and me both by now. They wouldn’t have listened. They would have sent me off to an overseas, all-girl, boarding school. And after finally gaining some traction with them, this would have been a nightmare, and they’d never trust us again. 
 
    “Don’t worry your secret is safe with me,” she mimics, zipping her mouth up with her fingers and throwing away the key. “Now go get him before I change my mind.” 
 
    Surprisingly my aunt Indali likes Keith, he went to get his car and drive back home to shower and change. Now we’re on our way to pick him up, my aunt pulls up at his house, and we don’t even need to press on the horn. He’s already out the door, he opens the passenger tells my aunt to let me drive if she’s okay with it. I look up at him with killer eyes. “Vee, consider it a practice before your exam. It’ll be okay. I am not your father, I won’t yell,” 
 
    “He’s right,” my aunt says, “So, what did my brother in law do to make you guys sneak around?” my aunt groans. 
 
    “He made her cry—several times,” Keith says. 
 
    “That man,” she shakes her head. “He never learns. You know I used to tell your mom that her choice in men was…well, you don’t need to know that,” She places the car on park and steps out the driver’s seat to allow me to take the wheel. My aunt slips into the back seat and Keith takes the passenger seat beside me. 
 
    “Okay beautiful, breathe,” I do as he says and takes a deep breath. 
 
    I can feel my anxiety melting off. 
 
    We arrive safe and sound, and I parked in reverse without crashing into a single car. Keith looks at me like a proud father. “See, I knew you could do it,” he leans in and plants a kiss on my cheek, “Now go prove to them that you’re a good driver.” 
 
    Aunt Indali and Keith stay inside the building at a small waiting area, after almost two hours I run towards them screaming, waving a slip of paper in my hand and twenty minutes later I’m being photographed and holding my official driver’s license. 
 
    “I knew you could do it,” Keith says as he takes a long look at the shiny plastic card, “You look cute,” he says. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Let me see,” says my aunt snatching the license from Keith’s hands. “You do look nice, Vee. And congratulations,” 
 
    “You, guys, are blind. Everyone knows that no one ever looks good in their driver’s license photo,” Keith and my aunt both roll their eyes at me. 
 
    “So, you’re driving us to the mall, right?” my aunt laughs. I frown, pursing my lips. Keith and Aunt Indali laugh, I don’t think it’s funny at all. But I guess I’ll need all the experience I get since this means I’ll get to transfer schools as well. I smile at Keith; I better not bring that up again just yet. We can hash out the details later.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The break went by faster than I liked. After getting my license, my parents were more than happy to let me take over my mom old car so that she could get a new one. So long as I paid for my own gas out of my allowance, I could use the car to get to school. Today is my first day at the Preston Prep. Branch academy. All of my records were transferred over and the ones that didn’t I had in a manila folder stuffed inside my bookbag to hand over to records office. I left home pretty early since I know it’s a long drive. I’ll have to get used to getting to bed earlier so that I can wake up earlier. My dad already warned me that he’d pull me back out if my grades faltered because I wasn’t sleeping enough. I feel so foreign driving in my mom’s car; it’s a different scenario from the one I’m used to. I’m now my own driver, and even though the thought alone still frightens me, I can’t help but smile. Keith’s confidence in me made me actually gain that confidence for myself. 
 
    I take a left turn upon arriving and the school, which is the direction towards the parking lot. The main building is huge; this looks more like a university campus than a high school. I turn the engine off and collect my bag. I’m glad that I was able to receive my class schedule ahead of time so I’d just need to locate all the classes. 
 
    I text both of my parents, letting them know I arrived safely. Once that’s done, I make my way to my first class; I’m nearly ten minutes early. Plenty of time to find my first class. I unfold the map I’d printed and follow the arrows I’d marked it with. 
 
    Once outside my classroom door, I take the opportunity to call Keith. “Good morning beautiful, how was the drive?” he asks, he sounds sleepy. 
 
    “Good morning handsome, it went pretty well. I miss you already,” 
 
    “I miss you too. I hope you have a great day. I know that my days from now on are going to be miserable without you,” he complains. “But I’ll manage.” 
 
    “Ashton will keep you company,” I tease. 
 
    “Ashton won’t be as good a company as you,” 
 
    “True, but it’s still something. I’ll talk to you soon.” I say my goodbye. 
 
    “Bye, Beautiful.” We hang up, and my day starts off with English. The day went by pretty smooth; I was able to make a new friend in my English class. Her name’s Kat. She’s super into rock bands and Indie artists, so we bonded over our love for the same music. 
 
      
 
    A month passes by in what feels like a few days. Yesterday my dad called me downstairs to tell me that he was hoping I’d invite Keith over this weekend for dinner. Considering he still hasn’t met him yet. I’ve only been able to see Keith once since starting at my new school. I’ve been so swamped with school work, and so has he. Last week we set aside a few hours to meet at the Newly Brew and catch up. We still call each other every day and video chat when we can, but it’s not the same. I miss touching him, kissing him; I miss his hugs. I miss every little thing about him. 
 
    At least when we studied at the same school, we would always see each other and hang out during lunch. But I try to mature about it. We should consider this practice for when Keith heads to college, which is very soon. Now that I think of it, Keith and I haven’t talked about our plans after graduation. I make a mental note to discuss it shortly with him. 
 
      
 
    Keith is coming over today, and I’m both happy and frightened. My dad may be in the mood to get to know Keith, but I know it will involve an infinity of questions, and it tends to make everyone really uncomfortable.  That night, I walk downstairs to help mom set up the table. I made dinner for today. So, the dish has been happily prepared for him. The doorbell rings and my father answers. Behind the door, he reveals a nervous-looking, but still handsome, Keith Masters. He holds out a box to my father, and he takes it with a smile. “I brought dessert,” Keith finally says. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” my father answers taking the box from him and shaking his hand. Keith smiles in greeting and proceeds to introduce himself, as does my father, “My name’s Nigel, but you can call me Mr Fletcher, come inside,” he points towards my mom and me in the kitchen. 
 
    I know Keith is desperate to kiss me, to hug me, to sweep me off my feet. But I can see he is nervous and doesn’t want to risk the wrath of my father. I spare him the uncertainty and wrap him into a hug. Our hug lasts longer than I expected, and it’s the sound of my mom’s voice to breaks me from him. She greets him, and he tells her it’s nice to see her again. 
 
    Our dinner conversations go on better than I expected. Although dad has asked his fair share of questions, Keith has politely answered them all. He seems surprisingly impressed that Keith wishes to be an English major like me. He gives me a nod, as to say I’ve done an excellent job at picking my boyfriend. Maybe this is his way of finally accepting what I want to do with my life? Keith was even open about talking about how his father is no longer a part of his or his mother’s life. Of course, Keith didn’t give all the brutal details, but he gave enough to make someone understand that his father is no saint. 
 
    “So, tell me, Keith, what are your plans after you graduate?” my father asks Keith. 
 
    “Well, I’ve already applied to a lot of really great Universities; I don’t want to teach if that’s what you mean. I’d like to go into academic research. But I haven’t decided which program yet, I’d like to complete my BA first and then decide which MA program to apply to, preferably within the same university for ease of transition,” This is news to me. I cock my head and listen, when did he change? He sounds so much more mature than I remember. Why hadn’t I asked those kinds of things when we were together? 
 
    “Smart, all in the same country or—” 
 
    “No, I applied to a few international schools as well,” Keith beams. I’ve never seen him so happy when talking about his own life. I know it’s his past that rattles him not his future. He seems so confident about his future that I wish I knew more about his history. I wish I knew more about his ex-girlfriend. Vee, you said you wouldn’t go there. Keith will tell me. He will tell me, right? After a while, the University discussion dies down, and we move on to more mundane topics. 
 
    After eating our delicious dessert and talking for a while in the living room, Keith has to get home since it is getting pretty late. He says his farewells to both of my parents. “I’ll walk you out,” I say and close the door behind us as we go out. 
 
    Keith turns to me as we stand in front of his car, “Vee, I had the best time,” 
 
    “You sure,” I cut in. “My father didn’t pry too much?” 
 
    “No, the evening was perfect. Except—” 
 
    “Except what,” I look up at him. 
 
    “Except for the fact that I didn’t get to kiss,” he says. Butterflies fill my stomach, sending me trembling. It’s been far too long. 
 
    He steps closer to me, shortening the distance between us. I need to remember that my parents are probably spying on us through the window, but I can’t fully grasp onto that thought right now. Not with Keith standing so close to me. He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear, and tucks his face between my neck, leaving light feather kisses as he continues kissing me up to my jaw, leaving a small trail until his lips have finally arrived at their destination, my lips. 
 
    My hands grip his neck in an attempt to bring him closer to me. His hands move lower on my back, to grip my hips, and he picks me up, setting me down on the rear of his car. My hands find his hair and my fingers tug at his beautiful blonde locks. 
 
    The heat rises inside me, and as his kisses come in more aggressive, a few moans escape my lips. “Keith,” I whisper, my breathing ragged. My brain brings me back to my parents, and I push Keith back a little indicating him to stop. Who’s to say we haven’t been already caught, then again if we were caught my parents would have already been outside stopping us. Still, if we had continued with this, I’m confident I’d be losing my virginity on the top of his car. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    It’s Keith’s birthday. I’ve been trying to plan something for weeks now. But, so far, I’ll I’ve gotten him is a present. School hasn’t exactly given me any time off; it’s actually been biting my ass. Keith and I haven’t even had time to be together. Honestly, I’m ready for summer vacation to just get here already; I’m in need of a well-deserved break. Spring is already well underway. The sun is bright and small flowers dot the new, bright green grass, with colours of yellow and pink. Once again, bird song fills the air with their happy calls, welcoming the sun. And because it’s a beautiful spring day I decided to wear my beautiful yellow spring dress. 
 
      
 
    I let my mom know of today’s plans before I pick up my keys and head out the door. I park in front of Keith’s house feeling awkward as hell, after checking my appearance in the rear-view mirror for like the fifth time; I decide to ring the doorbell. Emma opens the door with a smile on her face, “Vidya, I’m so glad to see you,” she says, hugging me. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too Emma,” we walk into the hallway, “So where’s the birthday boy?” I ask, and I see her smile fade. 
 
    She suddenly looks uncomfortable, “He’s in his room,” she answers slowly, “Oh, ok,” I begin to walk up the stairs but I feel the fabric of my dress goes taught. I turn to find Emma tugging on the hem of my dress, I step back down to face her, “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “Vidya, before you go up to see him, there’s something I need to tell you,” she says as she leads me into the living room. She takes a seat on the worn sofa, and I sit opposite her in the armchair usually reserved for Gram, 
 
    “Vidya, I know Keith has told you about the incident…that happened from his former school,” I only nod. “But I know he didn’t tell you this, because it’s hard for him,” I prepare myself for what’s to come. Is it bad? What else did Keith do? “But I think you need to know. The night it happened was on Keith’s fifteenth birthday, he was celebrating with his friends,” Keith had told me it was at a senior party, not that it was his birthday party. “He hasn’t been the same boy ever since that day,” tears start rolling down her face, and I stand up to sit next to her. 
 
    “He blamed himself every day, over and over again,” she is crying now. I rub circles on her back, doing my best to calm her, “It was so horrible to see your son be physically present but so emotionally and mentally gone. He couldn’t get over what he had done and to his own girlfriend—” after saying the word girlfriend I zoned out of the conversation. He said he never wanted to hurt me the way he had hurt his girlfriend. Did he mean sexually or emotionally or is there more to this story? 
 
    I stand up, by now I don’t know what else Emma has said, but she notices the change on my face. “Vidya, I saw today coming. I thought that since he’d found you, that he wouldn’t wallow in his room,” Wallow in his room? Does he do this every year? I stop listening to Emma as I run upstairs to Keith’s room. I hear his mother call for me in the background. I don’t listen. I try opening the door, but it’s locked. I start banging on the door, “Keith!” I call out. “Keith, open the door!” I keep yelling and banging. “Keith, open the door!” I’m frantic by now. “Keith!” 
 
    “Go away,” I finally hear his voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Keith!” 
 
    “Go home, Vee. I don’t want to see you,” he yells back. 
 
    “Keith, I swear if you don’t open this freaking door right now—” Emma reaches for my hand and drags me back down the stairs. 
 
    “Vidya, I’m so sorry for all of this. I honestly thought he was getting better, better for you,” her cheeks are tear-stained. “But honey I think the best thing you could do for him right now is leave.” I am both astonished and hurt by her words. “His birthday has always been the hardest for him.” She adds. 
 
    “No, I could talk to him. Help him,” I can feel tears running down my face as well. 
 
    Emma takes hold of my shoulders, “I know you do sweetie, but he won’t listen. I’ve been through this with him—” 
 
    “No,” I brush her off. “I’m not leaving, he is my boyfriend, and I love him,” the worlds fly out of my mouth so fast that I don’t even have time to process what I just said. Her eyes go wide with surprise. I slip past her and run once again upstairs. I try the door again, but it won’t budge. That’s when I bring out my secret talent. I pull out a bobby pin from my hair and begin with my handy work, hoping Emma doesn’t try to stop me again. Once I hear the click. I push the door wide open to reveal Keith curled up like a ball in front of his dresser. 
 
    I don’t say anything; I just walk to him and drop down to the floor beside him. Should I hug him, should I say something, what should I do? I scoot closer, ignoring that my dress is getting dirty. And wrapping my arms around him, I rest my head on his and whisper, “I love you, Keith,” I’m not sure if he heard me, so I whisper again and again. I sit back as he lifts his head, and my heart practically breaks from the sight of him. He looks worse than I’ve ever seen him before. His eyes are red and swollen, and his hair is dishevelled. It doesn’t even seem like he’s showered much less change his clothes in a few days. 
 
    “What did you say?” I know he must be confused as hell. 
 
    “I said, I love you. I love you, Keith, “I take hold of his face, so his eyes are looking to mine. “Stop beating yourself up about something that was out of your control, you will not hurt me. I am not her,” his eyes filled with sorrow, and I can’t take it anymore. I bring my lips to his. I wish I could erase all of his pain, all of his past, every single bit of it. 
 
    “I love you too, Vee,” Keith catches me off guard. I never expected him to say it back. We sit in silence for what feels like ages. Finally, when I think Keith’s about to say something, he just lays himself back, his gaze now looking towards to ceiling, I copy his same action. I don’t care that we're both laying on the cold floor. The silence feels peaceful. Why is it that our past has such a stronghold over us? Keith and I, our two paths crossed, like stars in tangent, when we both elected to go to the same school having run from a haunted past. Those ghosts have followed us here. They will always follow us. They don’t go away. The memories will forever remain, but we can choose not to let them harm us. 
 
      
 
    He takes a breath, “Have you heard about all that bullshit about soul mates?” he asks. His voice cracking the silence like a whip. I know I wanted him to talk, but I have no idea where this conversation is going to go. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “That everyone has a soul mate, someone they are meant to meet and be with forever. It’s like when we’re born our soul is split into two or something. One half belongs to you, and the other…it goes to someone else. And you spend your whole lives trying to find each other,” he says. I nod, “But sometimes, you find your soul mate only you don’t know it. Because you didn’t get the chance to really know for sure,” 
 
    He stays silent for a moment before continuing, “I always thought that was stupid. Not entirely stupid,” he corrects himself. “But I just believed in the whole, things happen for a reason mantra, and we learn to grow from our mistakes. It wasn’t until everything with her happened, and my mind just switched,” he says. 
 
    I’m silent for a long moment, “What was her name?” I ask him. He stares at the ceiling, and I watch as he lifts his hand into the air and spreads his fingers, as if reaching for something, or someone, he can’t touch. 
 
    “Athena,” he answers. “Her name was Athena. After the goddess of wisdom. Vee, I want to tell you about her, and although I’m not completely ready. I can’t keep her a secret from you anymore,” I don’t respond to his words, mainly because I don’t know what to say. I’ve waited so long to hear more, but I’m also terrified of finding out. He curls his hand into a fist and brings it back down onto his chest, over his heart. 
 
    “She was my everything, Vee. I loved her more than anything. We met during freshman year it wasn’t until a few months later that we started dating. We were your typical cliché couple from all those cheesy romantic comedies,” he smiles and chuckles just a little. I laugh with him, it’s sweet really. 
 
    “It all happened at my fifteenth birthday party. Afterwards, Athena hated me even though she knew it wasn’t my fault. She still blamed in some small way. She wouldn’t even look at me. She told me she would never love me again; she couldn’t even be a friend,” he let his arm fall off his chest, his balled-up fist landed with a thump on the floor. Like it was re-enacting the death of his heart. 
 
    “I broke. I mean, of course, she went to her parents. The police came. They asked questions, the whole works. I transferred to another school, and we moved out here. I couldn’t be there seeing Athena everyday knowing what I did, and I wouldn’t be able to look at my old friends without wanting to punch every single one of them for not having stopped me,” Keith’s voice starts to crack, and I glance over to his tears running down the side of his face, the salty wetness melting into the hair at his temples. 
 
    “Emotionally I’m a wreck, add my childhood with that incident, and you get a fucked-up Keith, who curls up in the foetal position every time his birth month comes around. A man who gets easily triggered by certain topics, a man’s whose anxiety skyrockets through the roof for no particular reason at all,” I reach out my hand to him, and he takes it in his. I don’t want to interrupt him, he's so vulnerable right now, and I need him to finish what he needs to say. 
 
    “I was sure that I’d never, ever love anyone ever again,” he continues, “After meeting you though, my thoughts started to change. That day you played Truth or Dare, you were filled with such bold fire. It was like putting a match to a dead flame, something in me sparked up, and the next thing you know I was fanning the flames. Athena was never the one who was meant to be in my life. It was you, Vee,” he turns his body towards me, “You are the one who makes me whole.” 
 
    I sit up and look down at Keith, “I’m sorry that all of that happened to you, but I am so happy that you put your trust in me.” I say, “I love you, Keith. Don’t ever push me away, no matter what happens, we’ll face it together,” I say and smile at him. 
 
    “I love you, Vee,” he says, and our lips connect. There’s no fire to the kiss, none of the furious passion we usually feel. Not the lust of two kids who desperately want to feel each other’s bodies. No, it’s sweet yearning to love and be loved. I sign of hope and promise. 
 
    The kind of love you can’t find twice in one lifetime. 
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    I pull away from Keith and vault down the stairs when I return, I’m holding the gift I had brought him. “Is this from you?” he asks. I nod, “Can I open it?” 
 
    “No, not yet,” I answer. Thinking about it, I’m embarrassed for him to see what I got him. I know he’ll like it, but it’s kind of stupid. He managed to get me such a perfect gift for me on Christmas, I feel bad for not being creative enough; the school has had me trapped. 
 
    “Alright then, I’m going to take a shower,” I nod. After a few minutes, I hear the sound of water running and the noises of his scrubbing his body. 
 
    I open the door to Keith’s bathroom, “Hello? Vee is that you?” he asks through the shower door. The fog of the steam makes it wear he can’t see me, and I can’t quite see him. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” he peaks his head out the door and blinks the water out of his eyes. I must look ridiculous standing right there in the middle of his bathroom. I know I’ve talked about that intimidating look he gives me from time to time, this is one of those moments, and suddenly I feel like I’m back at Walmart. He closes the door, and I hear the shower turn off. 
 
    I came in here not precisely sure what I was going to do, Keith pokes out a hand to grab for his towel. 
 
    I watch as the sliding door is completely opened, revealing a half-naked Keith. His towel wrapped firmly around his waist. I’ve only ever seen him once without a shirt on, and that day ended in disaster. He’s got a profound smirk on his face. “Come here,” he says to me. I walk closer to him as he steps out of the shower. He takes my hand and places it on his firm abdomen. I gasp. His mouth presses lightly onto my ear as he murmurs, “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    I can’t even process why I’m in here. I came waltzing into the bathroom because you want to have sex with him. As much as I find it hard to believe what my subconscious is saying. In reality, it is true even if it freaks me out to admit it. 
 
    “I-came-here,” my voice comes out shaky, and he notices, a broad smile across his face. Why do I feel so embarrassed? 
 
    “Go on,” he states, dragging my hand with his further up his body to trace his pectoral muscles, gliding over his nipples and up to trace his collar bone. 
 
    I let out a breath of air and finally say the words that have been circling in my mouth. Instead of answering him explicitly, I go for a softer approach, “I just wanted to touch you,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Then do it,” he whispers, and my body ignites. 
 
    I don’t give it much thought. I do what my mind and body have always wanted to do since the first day I laid eyes on him. I wrap one of my legs around his waist and connect my lips to his. He brings his hands to the small of my back, I take my other leg and move to do the same as with the first one, Keith notices and picks me up. Both of my legs now fully wrapped around his torso. His body now pressed against the wall, and my hands remain clasped behind his neck. 
 
    Our lips move steadily in sync with each other. My body burns with each kiss. There is no going back in this moment I am his, and he is mine. I jump out of Keith’s grasp, with my feet planted now firmly on the ground. I make a move to remove the towel from around his waist. He stops me before I do so, “Vee,” he says. I look up at him, tilting my head to one side and smile. I want this so badly. I lean into his chest, pressing my lips along his collar bone and take it with kisses. 
 
    “I want to,” I whisper against his skin. He bites on his lower lip. I can tell he wants to just as much as I do, the towel is getting tighter around his waist. 
 
    “Vee, it’s just that it’s—” I press my lips to his to silence whatever it was he was about to say to ruin the moment, “Hey,” I press my palm against his cheek. “This is not the same scenario not at even close. You are not going to hurt me, Keith. Please stop beating yourself about it.” 
 
    His hands move to my shirt, unclasping the buttons one by one. He’s going so damn slow, it’s taking an eternity. “Keith,” I plead. He stops, placing his hands on each of my shoulders and pushing me back, arms-length, away from him. 
 
    “I can’t Vee, not like this. I want it to be special. Can you understand that?” he says, not looking at me. His face is burning red, and I can feel the heat coming off his body. I smile and nod slowly, “Yeah. It’s okay,” I say, and pushing his hands away from my shoulders, I step into his arms and embrace him, “You’re worth waiting for.” 
 
    A slow smile crosses his face, “This doesn’t mean we can’t do some other things though,” he says, his voice lowering again and he winks at me. I smile back and nod, “Oh, really? Like what?” I ask, my body growing as he lifts me up into the air, somehow managing to keep his towel on, and carries me to the bed, “I’ll show you,” he smiles. And he did.  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    As school comes to an end, I feel like I’m just now starting to breathe. This semester has kept me busy, like, insanely busy. Everywhere you looked there was homework to be done or a presentation that needed to be given, and since I took AP classes this year, I had homework that was twice as difficult and included a dozen or so additional writings. I was lucky enough to land a slot in AP English and so this class, along with my Creative writing elective, has kept me majorly busy. 
 
    It’s lunch break, and I walk to my car. I need to drop by Miller High School today to collect some paper that wasn’t correctly transferred but, I also decide to eat out today before I go there. I can’t decide if I’m in the mood for a burger and fries or if I’ve got enough time to hit the local pizza place that’s popular with all the locals here, “Care for a lunch date?” I jump with joy from the familiar guy leaning against my car. “Wow, my girl sure looks stunning,” I lace my arms behind his neck. “I’ve missed you so much,” he inhales the smell of my hair. 
 
    “I ditched to come and see you,” he says. I frown at him. “Now, don’t look at me with that face. I wanted to see my girl.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to ditch class with you?” I ask innocently. 
 
    “Yes, would it help if I promised to sleep over tonight?” He points towards the cars. 
 
    “Yes, a thousand times yes, let’s go,” we each step into our own cars. I can’t just leave my car here at the school, it’d probably end up getting towed. 
 
    We left my car in the driveway of my house and, after a quick lunch, head together in Keith’s car to Miller High. As we leave the main office, paperwork in my bag, I hear the bell ring, and I hope I don’t run into Kassie. But then, I realise that I do want to run into her that way I could face her for the first time in my life because I finally know what I want to say to her. 
 
    As if the unknown has heard me, there she is. Kassie’s sitting on a hallway bench and she notices Keith and me immediately. She stands and makes her way straight towards us, “Yes?” I say indifferently. She stops in front of me, arms crossed and taps her foot, waving a hand at me she asks, “Wasn’t your humiliation enough Vee, I thought you moved?” 
 
    “As a matter a fact it was Kassie, are you happy? Did you humiliate me enough? Are you satisfied now? I’m gone. You got what you wanted.” 
 
    “No, actually I’m not. Apparently, I can’t keep you away because here you are now.” 
 
    “Oh, getting back at me for giving Michael a blow job three years ago, didn’t turn out how you wanted?” her eyes grow wide as I say it loud enough that students pause and whisper. I smile, “Yeah, I said it and don’t worry, I’m only here to finalise my transfer. Still, my question is, what did you get out of any of this?” 
 
    “Vee, you really don’t get it?” 
 
    “Get what?” I ask. 
 
    “All this that I’ve done is to prove a point. To prove that you’re not as innocent as people think you are—” 
 
    “Why does that matter so damn much? Why are you so obsessed with the past? Look, Kassidy, I’m done with all of your bullshit. Grow up, I’m done with all of this and frankly glad that I no longer go here,” I stand up to leave. 
 
    “Because I loved Michael and all he wanted was you!” she’s screams, her jaw trembling, she’s pissed. Her hands clench at her sides, twisting the fabric of her shirt as she casts her gaze aside, “I did everything Michael wanted. Everything. But he still wanted you, he’s been after you for years, Vee. Nothing I did mattered. No matter how much I gave in. And even after I helped him…after I helped him get what he wanted, he only wanted more of you and less of me. After your changed schools you were all he talks about,” by now we have caught the attention of more than a few people, Kassie looks around. She seemed shocked at her own outburst. Her entire body trembles with rage and, tears begin to fall from her eyes. For the first time ever, I feel sympathetic towards Kassidy. She’s a victim too in all of us, and I didn’t even realise it. Thinking back on all that has happened I should have known it wasn’t just about Michael but Michael and her relationship with him, when I found out they’d been dating since middle school, I had assumed they had started dating after what he did with me. It had never occurred to me that they were already together and that she was just playing into his twisted games. 
 
    A circle has gathered around us now, and I can already hear the whispers being exchanged and bits of the conversation overheard. I shake my head and step forward, my mouth opens to say something to Kassie, but I wasn’t really sure what I was going to say. How could I comfort her, after all, she'd been through? 
 
    “Ladies what’s going on here,” I hear Bradley’s voice, “Vee, my girl. I haven’t seen you since you left,” he wraps his arms around my shoulder as if nothing had ever happened between any of us. 
 
    “Get off me,” I push him away angrily, shoving his arm off my shoulder and backing away from him. He frowns. 
 
    “Whoa, calm down. Nothing happened. Can’t we all just move on? I mean, it’s over, right?” I stare at him, “It was just a joke, harmless fun in the end.” He has got to be joking. Keith steps forward, “Should I take care of these two?” he asks, narrowing his eyes at both Brad and the tearful Kassie. 
 
    “Back off rape boy,” Bradley spits at Keith. The reaction is instantaneous. Keith bunches his fists, his chest swells as he steps towards Brad, “What the fuck did you just call me? Care to say that to my face?” 
 
    “He called you a rapist.” Kassidy chimes in. She seems to have recovered from her shock and has remained her composure, reversing to her usual mean demeanour and wrinkling her nose, making a face of disgust at the both of us. 
 
    “Sure, I called you a rape boy,” Brad answers, turns to me and says, “And rape bait,” and that does it for Keith. 
 
    Keith throws the first punch. 
 
    I scream. 
 
    Brad stammers back but manages to stay on his feet somehow, his arms windmilling the air. Blood bursts out his nose to dribble down his chin, staining the front of his shirt. Keith throws s second punch, but Brad swings at Keith instead. 
 
    “Stop,” I yank on Keith’s arm. “Let’s go!” I hold firmly onto his arm. “Come on, before security comes to collect us all,” he follows me out the school before any real trouble finds us. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks once we reach his car. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answer. My voice is tight with anger and frustration and fear, “Let’s just go your house.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    After arriving at Keith’s house, I call my mom to let her know where I was and that I’d gotten the records we needed. After hanging up the phone I run up the stairs to the bathroom where Keith is bandaging his knuckles, he’d managed to hit Bradley hard enough that they were bruising, turning purple and red around the joints. 
 
    “Keith, what are you going to tell your mom? I mean, it’s pretty obvious something happened,” 
 
    He sits up from the edge of the bathtub to face me, “Nothing. I’ve gotten into fights before, Vee. When the whole Athena situation spiralled out of control, I got into lots of fights. So mom got tired of asking me. She worries, of course, every time she sees me with a new bruise but what's she supposed to do about it?” 
 
    I shake my head with a sigh, and I leave him in the bathroom to finish up. I head to his room and find my bookbag on his desk, where I left it. I grab my notebook from my bag and begin to write. Keith steps into the room and sits down next to me, watching. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Writing,” I answer. 
 
    “Well, obviously, but what are you writing? 
 
    “Finishing up a synopsis for my book, so I have some clue where I’m going to take this story,” I answer like it’s no big deal. It really isn’t, it’s just some silly fantasy story I’ve been making up in my head for a while now. I had experimented with writing bits, and pieces of the chapters in my creative writing class and both my creative writing teacher and my AP English professor had encouraged me to do more. 
 
    “You’re writing a book,” Keith’s eyes light up with excitement, “Can I read it?” 
 
    I think about it for a second, glancing over at him, “Sure, I guess,” I hand Keith my notebook. He reads over it quickly, his eyes roving over the paper from left to right and back again. I wince as a smile creeps across his face. I’m waiting for the criticism, my teacher said you have to be ready to accept criticism if you want to be a writer, but instead Keith says, 
 
    “Vidya this sounds amazing! How much have you written?” 
 
    I grin. My heart feels like it’s going to explode. The man I love likes my idea! I’m glad that Keith likes the plot of the story. I’ve always been doubtful of my writing even when my English teachers told me that I have a gift for words. 
 
    “I’ve written the first five chapters, about eight-thousand words or so, but I needed to organise it. Right now, it’s just in pieces.” 
 
    “Well, I love it,” he hands the notebook back to me. And plants a tender kiss on my cheek, then on my shoulder, followed by my neck, and he keeps ongoing. The kisses becoming more persistent and his breath becoming ragged. My breathing has turned shallow as well now, as I try to keep from whimpering. I push my notebook aside and wrap my arms around his neck. He smiles, looking into my eyes, “And do you know what else I love?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Making you moan,” oh, shit. My cheeks flush as I see him hook his fingers through the loops of my jeans playfully tugging at them. He gazes at the clock. “My mom won’t be here for at least thirty minutes,” he grins mischievously and just like that he removes the button of my jeans and tugs the zipper down. Shit, I’m not prepared for this and just when that thought occurs, my jeans are around my knees, and his hand is sliding down my underwear. 
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    The months pass by in relative bliss. I heard that soon after the fight Kassidy finally wizened up and she and Michael are officially no longer a thing. July tells me that Kassie started to see a therapist and is working through some of her issues, including the abuse she’s suffered through at the hands of Michael. 
 
    Speaking of Michael, he is not attending a specialised institution for juvenile delinquents. His parents received a detailed email which included multiple images along with exact times and dates on all his activities. He was taken into custody a day later after they turned the information over to the proper authorities. Keith and I are happier than ever, and now it’s time I’ve been both excited for and dreading. Keith is graduating today, and in the next few weeks, he should start hearing back from the colleges he’s applied to. 
 
      
 
    My parents leave me at the entrance to the building where Keith’s graduation ceremony will take place. I scan the parking lot to see if I spot him, but have no such luck. I walk into the building, and there he is waiting for me with his mom and grandmother. His mom, Emma, looks lovely in a simple black dress and greets me warmly. Gram Jude looks stunning as usual with her hair nicely done and her make up perfectly applied. Her matching black dress swirls around her knees, and she hugs me almost too tightly. 
 
    I remember at the beginning of my junior year, I said that finding a boyfriend was at the top of my list. Now honestly I can’t believe that that was even possible. In one way I thought it was a joke; I didn’t think I’d actually have a boyfriend. This is beyond what I could have imagined. This entire school year has been the craziest year I’ve ever had, and even though there were tough moments, I wouldn’t change any of it. 
 
    Keith picks me up as if I were as light as a feather; I look into his eyes and can’t help but feel proud of my boy for graduating. We kiss briefly, not wanting to make a spectacle out of it. “I have so much to tell you,” he says, dragging me off further into the building. I give Emma and Jude a quick wave as I continue to be whisked away by Keith. 
 
    “Keith, what is it? I swear I’ve never seen you this excited before.” 
 
    Keith finally stops walking, and we are now standing in a hallway. A few people walk around, dressed for graduation, speaking in hushed tones. 
 
    “I got accepted to The Scholar University for English Studies!” he says with every ounce of enthusiasm. 
 
    “What?” I yell, “Oh my God, Keith,” I hug him and cry. Happy tears, of course. The Scholar University for English Studies or SUES for short was the first University created for English majors only. In other words, if you want to be a writer, an English professor, a publisher or editor, you name it. This is the place you should be aiming for. “Keith, I can’t believe this, how could you keep this from me!” I punch him playfully in the arm. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you. But I was waiting for either a rejection or an acceptance letter to arrive in the mail. I was lucky to get the latter,” 
 
    “I’m just so happy for you,” I lace my hands behind his neck, and kiss him “I love you, Keith.” 
 
    “I love you more Vee,” he looks down at his hands. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “Vee, you do know where SUES is right?” Of course, I do, why is he even asking me that? Everyone knows it’s located in, oh. I wasn’t thinking before at all. It’s located in Norway. “Vee, you alright?” says Keith scanning my face. I must have gone pale, or green since I think I might vomit. 
 
    “I’m good,” I lie. 
 
    “Vee I know we haven’t sat down to talk about, you know, our future. But I think we should. It’s important to me. I’ll be leaving in just a couple of months and… I just want to go home, so we can sit and talk about us. Is that okay?” 
 
    I’m a little upset that Keith doesn’t want to celebrate on the day of his high school graduation, but I am glad that he wants to talk. “That’s perfect,” I answer. 
 
    “And maybe—” he leans closer and pushes his body against mine. “After we talk, we could do something else,” he skims his fingers across my shoulders. My body reacts immediately. “Would that be alright with you?” He whispers against my ear. Damn it, Keith! I hate it when he does this. Now all I want to do jump on top of him, but I’ll just have to wait. I can wait forever for Keith if I have to. 
 
    He keeps trailing his fingers down my back and somehow, I’m expected to not react. I look around us. Not a single soul in sight. I grab him by his tie and pull him down, pressing my lips to his, he moans and grins against my lips, and when we pull away from each other he says, “Finally, I’ve awakened the beast,” 
 
    Narrowing my eyes at him, I screw my lips to the side. I’m trying to look mad, but I can’ tell it isn’t working, “Oh, shut up and let me kiss you,” I say against his neck, as I slowly begin to leave small kisses there. I make my way up to his jaw, then his lips. He doesn’t care for my teasing; he hungrily tugs on my lips, earning a short gasp from my part. He sucks on my bottom lip. My mind is on the loose, the only thought I have at the moment is Keith and only Keith. It’s not until I hear the sound of shoes behind us that my mind begins to race. 
 
    Keith and I do our best to untangle from each other as fast as possible, but it’s too late, his grandmother has already seen us. 
 
    “Oh my,” she says, covering her eyes with her hand. “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt.” She eyes us both and gives us a warm smile. My cheeks heat up with embarrassment. Keith’s grandmother just caught us practically doing it. “But Keith, your graduation ceremony is about to start.” 
 
      
 
    I practically jump out of my chair when Keith’s name is called up to the stage. Jude holds on to my hand and leans towards me so I could hear her, “My dear,” she says. “I do hope that you and Keith are taking things slow,” I gulp. Did she say what I think she said? She continues speaking, “With Athena, everything seemed so rushed, I swear that boy even mentioned marriage when he was only fifteen, could you believe that?” I want this conversation to end right now. This is not the moment to be finding out more things about Keith’s past love life. I do my best to fake a smile and assure Keith’s grandmother that we are indeed taking things slow. We’ve been dating for almost a year now for crying out loud. Most teens would have been in each other’s beds after only a few months. 
 
    But, then after what she saw earlier, I guess I would assume the same. If only she knew what exactly her grandson had planned for us to do after his graduation. 
 
    Thankfully she doesn’t press more on the topic, and before we know it, the ceremony is over. 
 
    Keith runs to hug his mother and grandmother. I stand behind them looking a bit out of place. Until he let’s go of them and reels me in for a hug. As we exit out of the auditorium, I say to him, “So how does it feel, being a high school graduate?” 
 
    “It feels great, this is only the beginning,” giving a fist pump in the air. 
 
    Upon arriving at the parking lot, Emma stops Keith. Jude and I turn around to see what’s wrong. “Keith, someone came here to see you.” Keith furrows his brows no doubt trying to think of whom else from his family could be here. 
 
    “Who is it, mom?” 
 
    “He’s waiting for us at the car,” He? Keith doesn’t say anything on the matter, and we just keep walking. He reached back, and his fingers interlaced with mine. 
 
    As we near the car, I start to make out the shape of a man I’ve seen before. I know this guy, I think. I mean, I don’t, but I’ve seen him before, where was it? It isn’t until we arrive where Emma’s car that I see it’s the man who spoke to me at my dad’s gala. Keith stops short and squeezes my hand. I look up at him, and his lips are pressed together tightly. I can see the muscles in his jaw bulge as he grits his teeth. Keith snarls, “What is this? Mom, what the fuck is he doing here?” 
 
    The man answers, “It’s good to see you too, son,” Son? I look back and forth from Keith to the man standing before us. Of course, the resemblance has been there all along. That day in the gala if I would have looked at this man for a few more seconds, I would have made out the similarities. This is Keith’s father, his abusive, manipulative, cheating father. I can’t help but feel the need to protect Keith. I step in front of him. The man looks to me, “I didn’t get to properly introduce myself at the gala, I’m James Masters,” he says. I glower at him. This is not the place to be doing introductions. And I don’t give a shit who he is. 
 
    “Mom, answer me!” Keith yells. “Why is he here?” 
 
    “Keith,” she begins. “I’ve wanted to tell you for a while. Your father and I have been seeing each other again. Trying to reconcile our differences,” Emma reaches out and grabs James' hand. 
 
    Keith flips, “Fuck no,” he growls. I want to yell at his mother, but then I remember Emily doesn’t know of what Keith’s father did to him for Keith to keep all his cheating a secret. I step in front of his father. 
 
    “How dare you,” I say. “How dare you show up back in his life—?” 
 
    “Vee,” Keith’s tries to stop me. But I don’t listen. 
 
    Words keep on spurring out of my mouth, until it’s too late, “You abuse your kid for most of his childhood so he could keep the fact that you’ve cheated on your wife a secret and then you think you can just walk—” 
 
    “Vee!” Keith yells. That’s the moment I realised I screwed up badly. 
 
    “You did what?” Emma steps in the middle, she looks at Keith then at her ex-husband. “What did she just say? You abused Keith? Is this true?” she asks. “Did you hurt our son all those years? My baby?” She brings her hand to cover her mouth as if coming to reason with something. “Those times you told me he’d been in a fight, or that he’d been hurting himself,” she begins to shake, her entire body is trembling, and her eyes are wells of tears, “It was you. Oh my god, why didn’t I see it before? Why was I so blind?” the tears stream down her face. 
 
    I look at everything that’s happening. The story that’s playing out before my eyes. From behind me, I hear Keith telling me to go. I look at him in disbelief. “I said go, Vee. You’ve done enough. Just go. Go home.” I reach for his hand, but he moves away from me, and his voice goes completely cold. “I said go,” he yells. 
 
    “Keith,” his grandmother shouts in my defence. 
 
    I don’t give myself time to think before I say, “No, I am not going anywhere. I told you I wasn’t ever leaving you, Keith—” 
 
    “God Vee, don’t you get it. I don’t want you here. You just fucked everything. Every wall I had built you tore it all down,” I realise now that he’s moved on from talking about his father to about our relationship. “I should have never gone after you, I should have never brought you into my life,” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I say. 
 
    “Go Vidya,” I’ve seen Keith angry before but never like this. Deep down, I know he doesn’t mean any of what he’s said. But I don’t want to continue listening to any of this. I nod, on the verge of tears, I oblige with his wishes and walk away from the parking lot. I take out my phone and call my mom. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I’m seated in the passenger seat of mom car. “Did something happen?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I lie. “His family really wanted to take him out to eat. I wasn’t really in the mood. I told Keith I’d call him later.” My mom probably knows I’m lying, but I don’t care, I don’t feel like talking about it. I don’t get why Keith was so angry. His mom had to find out, she had to know, or she was going to bring that horrible man back into their lives. 
 
    After we get home, I change and decide to go for a walk to clear my head, all I can think about is Keith. The late spring sun is starting to go down, and the clouds are rising. Dark purples and blue that bruise the sky and threaten to bring down the rain. I don’t pay attention to where I’m going, and pretty soon, I’m walking past the house where it all began, where it all truly began, with the senior party. Ashton's house looks different in the daylight with cute little flowers growing in pots along the porch. I stand there a moment, just looking at it when I see a curtain brush aside, and I realise I’ve been caught staring at their home. I turn away and quickly walk back down the way I’d come. 
 
    A slight shiver runs through me, like that last time. When I felt like someone was watching me. 
 
    I pick up the pace. 
 
    I hear footsteps behind me. 
 
    I burst into a run, but strong arms take hold of me, covering my mouth. “What is it with women and taking my son away from me,” my eyes go wide. I recognise that voice. Keith’s father squeezed his body against mine as he presses his arms painfully across my chest, and his hand digs into my face, covering my mouth. 
 
    “I was lucky he left the last bitch, but you are a stubborn one,” He’s holding on to me so tight I can barely breathe. “My son may have done the deed last time thanks to me, but this time I’ll have to take this business into my own hands,” he says. I try to scream, but nothing comes out. I watch as the road gets further away from me as I’m dragged off the sidewalk and into the bushes. Further away. Soon the road isn’t even visible. I can see the roof of Ashton's house for a minute and then that’s gone as well. I try to wrestle free, kicking, but he turns around so that my heels are digging into the ground, leaving two trails in the dirt and leaves. The sun has already dipped below the horizon, cast pale light and shadows across the trees. We finally stop, and he throws me to the ground and pushes himself on top of me. “He needs to learn that women are no good pieces of shit to play around with.” 
 
    I claw at his arms, but he manages to hold me steady. He pulls down on the zipper of my jeans. I try to scream, I can’t. My voice is worn thin from all the screaming I was trying to do against his hand. I should have waited. I should have held it in. His hands brush my thighs as he pulls my jeans lower; I kick at him. Raising a knee into his gut, but he only grunts. I take the opportunity to scream my lungs out. 
 
    “Vee!” I hear the sound of a desperate Keith searching until he shoves through the bushes. He grabs onto his father’s shirt collar and removes him off of me. “Run Vee,” he says to me and for the first time. I do as I’m told. I put my pants back up and shakily zip them back up. My eyes are fogged, but Keith’s kneeling over his father packing punch after punch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock on the door wakes me up; I’d fallen asleep on the sofa for a few minutes. I scratch my eyes and walk to the door, without a word, Keith swings through the door. “Are you okay?” he scans my body. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I tell him. How can I say those words just now, when I was almost sexually assaulted? Keith takes a seat on the edge of the sofa. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked kneeling in front of him. 
 
    “My mom told my dad to leave. He left and apparently came after you.” He says bluntly as ever. “I’m glad I came looking for you.” I should tell him; about how I felt that someone was watching me the day I was walking to the senior party. About how his father was there at my father’s gala, I do exactly that. 
 
    Afterwards, Keith is out of it. He wants to go after him again. “What did you do to him, to your father?” 
 
    “I beat him, and I called the police. They should be here any minute, and they’ll want to speak with you,” I nod. Keith gets off the sofa, “I should have killed him.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have. You did the right thing.” 
 
    “He almost raped you Vidya,” he shouts. “And by what you just told me, he’s been watching you for months, since we practically met.” He closes his eyes and takes a few breaths. “Vee I can’t do this, not to you. You’re going to hate me, but it’s for the best.” I already know what he’s about to say. So, I stop him by pressing my lips against his. 
 
    He gently pushes me away from him, “No,” he shakes his head. “I love you, Vee. As long as my father is still out there, he will come back. This is now mine and my mother’s battle to fight,” I’m the one responsible for bringing his mother into the situation. “I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier. In a way, it’s a relief having my mother know the truth. She can finally start to move on. She can finally begin to understand what it’s been like for me. How much more has been going on than she thought,” 
 
    He kisses me briefly on the cheek. “I love you, once this is all over, I’ll come back to you,” he says. “But right now, I can’t have you in danger. You mean too much to me.” He heads for the door and all the tears I didn’t know I was holding back fall against my cheeks. 
 
    “Keith,” I cry. He turns to look at me one last time, and his cheeks are as soaked as mine. “I love you, I’ll come back for you,” he nods and walks out the door. 
 
    Normally I’d be running after him, telling him that he cannot leave me, that I refuse to be separated from him. But right now, all the past events are too fresh in my mind that they're clouding things right now. It’s all too much. And that was the last day I saw Keith Masters. 
 
      
 
    After the police had taken their statements, I had to break down and tell my parents the truth. All of it. Everything that had ever happened from the very beginning. It felt like a long, drawn-out horror story, but as the words came tumbling out I, like Keith, felt a sense of relief that it was finally out in the open. My parents were angry, and I was grounded for hiding everything, but I felt happy. Like I was in control again. Keith and his mom packed up and moved. I don’t know where they moved to. But months later, I saw on the news that James Masters had been found and arrested. He was wanted on eight counts of rape and two counts of attempted rape as well as several charges of assault. I hoped that Keith and his family would finally get justice and some real peace. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “Brad, I already told you I can’t. I’m spending the summer vacation with my family.” 
 
    He pouts, “Is there room for one more?” 
 
    “No,” I say shoving a grape into his mouth. My cousin, Kathy, laughs at us. 
 
    “Damn, I sure am going to miss you two,” she says. 
 
    It’s almost our high school graduation, and Kathy is moving to Canada for college. Bradley, my kind of boyfriend now, will be off to London on summer study. And I got into SEUS, so soon I’ll be packing my bags for Norway. We’re all going our separate ways, but we promised each other to stay in touch and Brad, and I are going to give the long-distance relationship a go. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you guys too, come here,” I reel them both in for a hug. 
 
    I’m standing at the front of the podium, pretending to be giving a graduation speech while my mom takes a photo of me with my diploma. 
 
    “Kathy, July,” my mom calls out to my friends. “Come get in the picture with Vee.” We all smile for a couple more pictures. Then I tell my mom that she’s got enough pictures already. I wish my friends a happy summer and that hopefully, we’ll go out one last time before Kathy moves away. 
 
    July, and Kathy and I became close friends over the past eleven months, making the past seem like a nightmare. Bradley has grown a lot since last year. He never wanted to be apart of all that crazy, and after we spoke for a long time, we worked things out. Over time we came to understand each other a bit more, we started dating officially just this past month. Even though July and Kathy go to different schools, we’ve managed to stay close, hanging out on the weekends and over the breaks. July was also the one who told me the news about Kassidy being pregnant, it was little surprise when it came out to be Michaels, but by then she had finally wizened up to what he was all about and accepted that he would never love her. I heard that she was going to graduate and go into social work, inspired by the events of her past and her new baby boy. She lives with her grandmother now since her parents refused to let her keep the baby. 
 
      
 
    If you had told me I was moving to another country last year, or that I wouldn’t be with Keith, I would have laughed in your face. But so much can happen in a year. So much did happen. Thinking of Keith makes my chest tighten. I still miss him. But I hope he is well. 
 
    “Let’s go,” my dad says. “We are going to celebrate this momentous occasion. My only daughter just graduated high school, and she’s going to one of the best colleges on Earth. So, where do you want to eat?” he asks me. “Be honest wherever you want to go, we’ll take you. Today is your day.” 
 
    I already know where I’d like to go and when I tell my dad he smiles and nods. 
 
    “Hold on Vidya,” says my mom. “I wanted to have a quick word with one of your professors.” She tells me, and I nod and go outside to wait up for them. I walk around stopping by a garden I didn’t know the building had. I pull out my phone to read all my graduation texts. My aunt and cousins sent me a message; I even got a message from my dad’s boss. Now that’s crazy. 
 
    I make my way through the garden taking the time to actually look at the flowers. There are a few people in here taking photos, but it’s not crowded. I should take a few pictures here as well. I hold my phone up and prep for a cute selfie when Kathy comes running up to me. 
 
    “Vee. You going to the after-party?” she asks. 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Please, it could be our last time together. Please come, even if it’s for an hour or two.” 
 
    I give in, “Okay, I’ll be there. But save me a seat.” I warn her. 
 
    “Deal,” I’ll see you there. She gives me a quick hug before she walks off. 
 
    What is keeping my parents so long? After walking around a few minutes, I decided I’d be better off waiting in the car. 
 
    Once at the car, I take an interest in the vehicle that is parked next to us. It’s a red Volkswagen, and it reminds me of when Keith used to drive one like that to school. I glance at the dent on the roof, the backs of the mirrors are scratched up. Wait, what? I’d know that red Volkswagen anywhere. My heart stops beating as I see someone leaning against the side of it. It’s a young man. He lifts his head and meets my eyes, a smile spreads across his face. Those blue eyes sparkling like the sky behind him. I slap a hand over my mouth and cry. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    I’ll come back for you, those were his last words. 
 
    The words play over and over through my head. I had called him continuously, and it always went straight to voicemail; I’d text him and never receive a reply. I even went to his house one day knowing that they wouldn’t be there but hoping he somehow would be. A few months later, when school started back up, I had finally tried to forget about him. I hung out most of that summer with July and Kat, and Bradley. 
 
    I was starting to believe that I really wouldn’t see him again but, here he is. I stand there, stunned, my eyes wide. My hair, braided down to the small of my back, waves back and forth in the gentle but warm breeze. I release my face, dropping my hands and looping my fingers around each other. I still can’t believe its Keith. 
 
    Keith doesn’t come any closer, and neither do I make an effort to get near him. Keith has changed, his hair’s shorter, and he somehow got taller, he clearly hasn’t shaved in a few days because the stubble on his face is dark. 
 
    “You have quite the nerve to show up here, out of the blue,” I say. It was cheesy as hell, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
 
    He looks nervous, out of his element, “I-I—” he stutters, raises a fist and coughs into it, “I thought it was time I saw you.” 
 
    “You thought it was time to see me?” I ask sarcastically. “Where were you all this time?” He doesn’t meet my gaze, “You were gone for a year, Keith, an entire year. I heard nothing from you. Where the hell were you? I waited until I got tired of waiting. I loved you, Keith,” Before I could say more, Keith is already right in front of me, crashing his lips onto mine. A warm, comforting feeling takes over my body, and I welcome it with open arms. I should be angry, I should be furious, 
 
    “I hate you,” I say against his lips. 
 
    “Too bad,” he says with a smile, “Because I still love you,” and that’s it. I’m gone. My eyes flutter shut as we kiss and I find myself pressing against him, “Did you hear me,” he says. “I love you, Vidya. There wasn’t a single day that passed by where I never thought of you. You were always there. I wanted to call you so many times, but I knew if I did so, I’d just end up hurting you more. The police said I couldn’t do anything. Not until everything was said and done, and my dad was put behind bars for good. I had to delay my entry into SUES because of it,” He places his hands on my shoulder and tilts my head back so I could look into his eyes. 
 
    It’s been so long since I gazed into those big mesmerising eyes of his, so long since I’d felt his arms encircle my waist, his hands on my hips. “I told you I’d come back for you, and here I am. If you’ll give me a chance,” he now takes my hands in his. He explains to me how, after the police came, they were placed in protective custody. They suspected his father had always been watching us, watching Keith more precisely and that they couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t come back and harm them. Keith was a key witness, and they couldn’t risk his father getting to him. They were given new identities and a new home. He wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone about his life before, and he wasn’t allowed to contact his friends. 
 
    “I forgive you, Keith. I love you,” this seems to catch him off guard, “I never stopped.” 
 
    “In all honesty,” he says. “I was expecting you to slap me and say you hated me again,” he laughs. 
 
    I bring my hand to his face and smack his cheek. Now he looks surprised. “I hate you,” I whisper in his ear, “There, is that what you wanted to hear?” I say with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, but damn you hit hard,” he says, playfully rubbing his cheek. I barely tapped him. 
 
    “You deserved it anyway,” I say, walking away from him. 
 
    “Wait!” he catches my hand. “Where are you going?” he asks. 
 
    “To eat out with my parents and—” Bradley. I forgot about Brad; did he see anything? As if answering my question, I see him walking towards us with my parents but the look of his face, on all their faces, is one of utter dismay. He turns away from my parents and moves at a quick pace. “Brad wait,” I run after him. “Bradley can you please just let me explain—” 
 
    He turns around, and I nearly bump into him, “You still love, him, don’t you?” he asks. His eyes look into mine, and I know I can’t lie to him, so I nod, and say 
 
    “Yes,” 
 
    “I knew it,” he confirms. 
 
    “I do.” I avert my gaze to the ground. I know that if I keep looking at him, I’m going to start crying. 
 
    Brad doesn’t seem mad, just hurt. The way I once felt. I hear him sigh as he rests a hand on my shoulder. He shakes his head, “Then go be with him. Be happy.” His response confuses me at first, “I knew we’d never actually be a thing again. Just let him know that if he hurts you again, I will come after him,” he threatens and balls a fist before breaking into a smile. 
 
    I give him a quick embrace, “Thank you,” I say and runoff; my parents are already inside the car, but I have no doubt that they’ve witnessed all that has happened. I get into the car, no one says a word. 
 
    During the car ride, I receive a text from a number I don’t know, it’s Keith. How did he get my number, I look up to see my mom smiling at me in the mirror? She knew? 
 
      
 
    Keith: Was that Bradley? 
 
    Vee: Yes. My almost-boyfriend…no Agent Keith anymore? 
 
    Keith: New phone, never bothered. So, You were with someone? 
 
    Vee: Is that so hard to believe? 
 
    Keith: No, it’s just unexpected considering, you know, its Brad. 
 
    Vee: Yeah, well you showing up today was surprising as well 
 
    Keith: I know, so what did he say? 
 
    Vee: He said to go be with you. To be happy. 
 
    Keith: Wow, not all guys would react in such a way 
 
    Vee: Yeah, I know. He always was a sweet guy 
 
    Keith: Got any plans after dinner? 
 
    Vee: I’m actually going to the after party 
 
    Vee: Parents are dropping me off after dinner 
 
    Keith: Oh? 
 
    Vee: Do you want to go with me? 
 
    Keith: Yes! 
 
    Vee: Okay,, I’ll send you the address. 
 
    Keith: Fine with me 
 
    Vee: See you there 
 
    Keith: See you there beautiful 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “I did not do that,” My dad is trying to defend himself while mom and I make fun of him, 
 
    “Yes, you did!” my mom and I both say. 
 
    “It’s because you were so sleepy and tired that you don’t even remember,” I say. My dad laughs and continues, “I think I would have remembered saying I was going to watch that movie.” 
 
    “See mom,” I say. “We should have recorded him in his sleep.” 
 
    “Why would I even say that!” he exclaims. 
 
    “I don’t know dad; it was your dream. Not mine.” We pause our conversation as our waiter sets our food on the table. Once he’s, gone, I say, “You said it so now you have to watch it. I’ve got it on Blu-ray, so those sex scenes are going to look awesome on the big screen,” I tease. Last year I would never have talked about sex in front of my dad, but since last summer we’ve been sharing a lot more with each other, and he’s actually become less of a prude. He’s trying hard not to be such a hard ass, and he’s working hard to actually talk out his feelings about things with me. He is actually trying to understand me. It’s been great for all our relationships actually. He and my mom have become closer and dad takes more time off work than he did before. Right now, they are teasing each other playfully and, even though they think I can’t see it, I can tell they are holding hands beneath the table. 
 
    Since that horrible day, the day Keith’s dad came after me, we’ve all been closer as a family, so I don’t know what he’s going to think about Keith being part of my life again. He hasn’t brought it up. I have a feeling they both knew about it already and were just waiting to say something until he showed up. I wonder if they had told Bradley. 
 
      
 
    My parents drop me off at 7:30pm at the party and let me know that they’ll be back to pick me up by 11:00pm. The student council was able to rent the town lodge for the night. It’s nicely decorated but, the big attraction is the DJ and the colossal chocolate fountain surrounded by a display of pretzels for dipping. It’s the last party for our graduated class, might as well go all out. I’m getting a plate with pretzels and chocolate when my phone buzzes and I check to see if it’s Keith. Of course, it is, 
 
      
 
    Keith: Are you there already? I’m running late. Had to take care of some things first. Mom says hi. 
 
    Vee: Yeah, I’m here. I’ll be inside, call me when you get here. Tell her I said Hi back, I hope I can see her again soon? 
 
    Keith: Will do, and of course!  
 
      
 
    As soon as I get inside, I quickly spot Kathy at one of the tables near the DJ booth. She sees me, and I rush over to her. 
 
    “You made it!” she cheers. 
 
    “I told you I was coming,” I give her a smile and take a seat next to her. We both start talking with a bunch of our other classmates who I really never have spoken to before all that much. I wish I wouldn’t be so shy, then I could have made more friends. We’re still talking when a couple of the girls suddenly pipe up with their appreciation of some newly arrived guy, 
 
    “Damn, a year of college did him good,” I hear a girl say loud enough for everyone near our table to listen to her. “He’s even hotter now than he was in Highschool,” the other girl finishes. Who is she talking about? 
 
    “I agree,” says another girl. 
 
    I turn to look at the direction their staring towards and realise that they’re talking about Keith; which kind of makes me a tiny bit jealous. He made it. I’m guessing those girls used to study with him back before he left. Too bad, he’s mine now. 
 
    I stand up from my chair and walk up to him. Watch and learn ladies. I pull Keith by his jacket to bring him closer to me and press my lips to his. Keith brings our bodies forward, pressing a firm hand on my lower back. I can practically feel the piercing eyes of those girls behind me. 
 
    “What was that?” Keith says immediately after ending our kiss. 
 
    “Nothing,” I lie and shy away from his stare and tug on his arm to get us moving to our table. Passing by the girls' table, I shoot them a look. Damn look at me being savage! 
 
    “Guys,” I say to everyone at our table. “This is Keith, my boyfriend.” Kathy shoots me a look that says you better explain yourself to me later. Keith looks at me with surprise. 
 
    We dance for about a few hours, and then I decide that the party is getting a bit too noisy for me and too many people, “We should leave,” I say to Keith, reaching up to whisper in his ear. 
 
    “Yeah sure, I’ll take you home.” 
 
    “No, not home just yet. We’ve got 45 minutes left before the time my parents pick me up. I’ll just text them and say that I’ll have someone drop me off.” 
 
    “So where to,” he asks. 
 
    “The Newly Brew is open till eleven,” I hint. 
 
    He laughs, “Done, let’s go.” I say goodbye to Kathy who complains that I’m leaving too early, but once she sees with who I’m leaving with she gives me a little side wink. I show her the middle finger to mess with her as we exit the party, and I can hear her laughter following me out the door over the din. 
 
      
 
    We’re parked right outside the Newly Brew Coffee Shop, but at the moment we’re too busy to care for coffee or pastries. I’m straddling Keith on the driver’s seat. Our lips meet and cover each other kisses. I feel Keith hesitate, pulling away from me his eyes look up into mine, “You know if we go any further, we’re not going to stop,” Keith warns. But I don’t want him to stop. I want to continue doing this for as long as possible. I smile, “Keith. I don’t ever want this to stop. And I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking about everything, I want everything about us to last forever,” I say as I press my mouth to his. Keith moans, and I feel his body begin to grind against mine, his hands are roving over my body. Touching me in all the right places. 
 
    I feel something vibrate. It’s a phone. Keith’s phone starts to vibrate on the seat next to us, he ignores it, and we continue to make out. The phone begins to vibrate again. I glance over at it. He continues to ignore it, his kisses trailing down my neck and over my collarbone. 
 
    The phone vibrates again. Whoever it is, they are desperate to reach. I look over at the phone and pick it up, the name on the screen seems familiar. 
 
    Athena. Why is that name so familiar? 
 
    Keith grabs the phone from my hand and looks at it, “Shit,” he says. He looks at me and motions for me to move over. I lift my leg so that he can slide out of the seat as he opens the door and watch as he paces back and forth next to the car. He seems upset. I narrow my eyes and watch him from the passengers’ seat as I slide back into it. He’s speaking loud enough I can hear most of what he’s saying. 
 
    “Hello?” he answers. “Wait, what?” he asks whoever’s on the other line. “I don’t believe this. I mean, why?” He sounds angry. “No, no way. I can’t leave I just got here, haven’t I proved myself enough? This is insane,” Keith’s trying his best to stay calm, I could tell. “Okay. Tell them I’ll be there tomorrow. Stall them for as long as you can. I’m on my way,” he hangs up and turns to me, opening the door he climbs back into the car. 
 
    “Everything alright,” I ask. “Who was that?” I’m concerned. Whoever that was clearly had it out for Keith. Keith shakes his head, “Don’t worry about it. It’s not your business,” he says and starts the car, “I’m taking you home.” 
 
    I frown, “It’s not my business? Really? We get back together for one day and now your leaving, and it’s not my business?” I say. Keith turns his head and looks at me, eyeing me up and down, “I could hear everything, Keith,” I say. He frowns and shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I’ve got a few more things I need to take care of before I can really focus on us. On anything really, but I can’t tell you right now. All you need to know is that I have to leave. You just have to trust me, ok?”  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    After Keith dropped me off, I ran upstairs to my room. I’m sure my parents saw the tears, but they chose not to get involved. He finally came back into my life, and the drama is starting all over again. I don’t know why I even bothered to get so excited to see him, I practically have made a fool of myself. I left Brad and threw myself at Keith all over again. Why am I so stupid? 
 
      
 
    It’s been five days since I last saw Keith. He hasn’t answered his phone at all, or respond to my texts. I went by their old house, and no one was there. He and his mom must be staying somewhere else, I wake up and decide to go for a run before breakfast. I plug in my earphones; turn on the music and start running. Letting the music guide my pace, I make my way around the block and back. I can see my house up ahead, and upon reaching my driveway, I notice Keith instantaneously. He’s sitting on the steps to our doorway. He didn’t see me right away, but when he does, he stands up. I somehow feel the impulse to back away. Then I take in the sight of this face. His eyes are bloodshot; his face is all splotchy, like if he cried all night. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” My tone comes out cold as I pull my earphones out and step around him towards our door. 
 
    “Just hear me out.” He says raising his arms almost in surrender. 
 
    “It’s been almost a week since I last heard from you. What could you possibly have to say to me, Keith?” If he’s going to go on about how he’s sorry and blab about how this is all to protect me, I swear I’ll slap him again and this time it wouldn’t be for fun. 
 
    “That phone call I got that night,” he starts. “It was Athena’s mom,” I nodded, I remembered seeing the name. It was familiar, but I wasn’t sure why. And then it hit me, wait his ex-Athena? Oh, my God! He continues, 
 
    “I have some things to take care of, that’s why I’m leaving right now. My mom’s waiting for me. To take me to the airport,” he says. None of this is making any sense. Is he going back to her? Has he been with her this entire time? 
 
    “What do you mean goodbye?” I’m over it by now. “I don’t understand anything that is happening. “Keith, you said you wouldn’t leave me again. You promised me,” god damn it why am I always crying, “You can’t do this again. Just talk to me, please. Make me understand. You were gone for a year, and I still don’t know what went on during that time, I need answers—” 
 
    “I know you do,” he holds on to my shoulders. “I know you do, and I promise I’ll tell you everything. But now is just not the time—” 
 
    “Then, when Keith, it’s never the right time for anything when it comes to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I love you. Don’t ever forget that.” He plants a tender kiss on my forehead. And just like that, he walks. That’s when I notice his mother’s car parked on the other side of the street. 
 
    “I hate you,” I yell at him. 
 
    “I know,” he answers. “But I’ll come back for you and the next time you see me, it’ll be for good,” 
 
    I watch as he hops into his car and like that he’s gone with the wind. 
 
    This cannot be happening again. Not again. Not like this. I think I’ve cried myself out. Because the tears have stopped, so I go inside to change. Once I’m comfortable I linger around my bookshelf in need of a good book. I stumble upon the first edition of The Great Gatsby that Keith bought me for Christmas. I stare at it for way too long before pulling it off the shelf flipping through the pages. They smell old and beautiful and I place it gently back where I had it, a permanent reminder of Keith. 
 
      
 
    It’s been two weeks since Keith left to go wherever it is, he felt he needed to go. Two weeks of feeling like a fool. I already had to explain to Bradley and Kathy and even July, who found out that Keith had returned via the other two, and while Bradley has been understanding I can see that he is feeling both equal parts annoyed and equal parts hopeful that I’ll give up on Keith and return to him. I can’t say I hadn’t thought of it at least a few times. Bradley is sweet and stable while Keith is wild and unpredictable and utterly fascinating. My heart beats faster whenever I think of Keith. I just can’t help it. 
 
    Over the summer I had taken on a part-time job since my grades were good, my parents allowed it so that I could start making my own savings and have some extra cash for fun with my friends. I was sitting in the mall food court, sipping on a soda while reading a book between my shifts at the jewellery store. The plot is getting intense, and I can’t seem to stop reading. 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s a good book?” I almost jump out of my seat when a familiar woman’s voice breaks me from my thoughts. 
 
    When I look up its Jude, Keith’s grandmother. “Sorry,” she says apologetically, “I didn’t mean to scare you, dear. How have you been?” she asks. I smile, and motion for her to take a seat with me. Closing my book, I put it back into my bag. 
 
    “Okay, I guess.” I’m not entirely lying, but I'm not truthful either. “It’s been hard.” I say and reach over to grasp her hands in mine, squeezing them gently, “How are you?” I ask I hadn't seen her since Christmas last year. 
 
    “I would be doing better if Keith wouldn’t have pushed you away from his life,” she says suddenly. It takes me by surprise, and my jaw falls open. I close my mouth, blushing slightly as I look away. Jude ignores it and continues to speak, “Did he ever tell you what happened? During the year he was gone?” she asks. That catches my attention. I’m desperate to know what went on. How his father was captured, how Keith managed to make it to college, how he met Athena all over again, all of it. Any of it. I’d listen. 
 
    “No, he didn’t tell me anything. Just that he would be back, that he had some business with Athena,” I look away, wondering if I was about to be told things I didn’t want to hear. Had he moved on from me? He said Athena was his everything when he was younger, maybe he realised she still was? 
 
    “Yes, that much is true,” she admits, and my face sinks. 
 
    “Dear,” she takes my hands. “Do you want me to tell you what happened?” I glance away. Maybe Keith would instead try to tell me himself but, I so badly want to know. No, I need to know. I nod, “All this time, Keith has been helping to get his father put behind bars for a very long time,” 
 
    “Did he do it?” I ask not quite believing it. I did see the reports that he had been taken in but that the court case had taken a long time to get settled. There were so many pieces to the puzzle that were missing or didn’t fit the spots. 
 
    “He did, but it wasn’t easy. Keith found out that it was his father who drugged him at his fifteenth birthday party, the drug wasn’t intended for him. It was supposed to go to Athena so that he could…” Jude trailed off, but the implication was clear. He was going to attempt to assault Athena and failed. Instead, Keith had taken the drug and his friends, not knowing the condition he was in, went along with a silly party game and left him in there with an already drunk young lady. 
 
    “Vidya, I know you may be angry with my grandson, but believe me when I say this. Keith has been getting better. He’s been going to therapy ever since his father was arrested. He’s been doing so for you,” the thought of Keith recovering for me makes my heart swell, but that doesn’t make up for the fact that a few weeks ago he left yet again without a single explanation. 
 
    “Jude, I appreciate you for telling me all this. But it still doesn’t change the fact that Keith left again not so long ago—” 
 
    “Vidya, that boy is going to need you more now than ever. Especially with what he’s been dealing with the past few months. The rest is his story to tell. It wouldn’t be right for me to explain everything but know that he will be back and that he might be asking a lot of you very soon,” Jude sounds defeated, like in a way she doesn’t want to lose hope for her grandson, but that at the same time she has lost a bit of it too. She stands up and hugs me good-bye. What did she mean by that? What will he be asking of me? 
 
    “The thing is I don’t know if I could do that when I’m certain he doesn’t want me to interfere in his life,” I say once she’s gone. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Its been an entire month and two weeks since Keith left and mom is driving me crazy with the whole packing for the college process. I watch her as she disapproves of all my choices, “Vidya, you can’t take all these books with you to Norway.” 
 
    “Mom I’m not saying I’m taking all of them, just a healthy amount of them. I don’t want to get bored while I’m over there.” 
 
    “Honey, trust me, you won’t even have time to breathe while you’re over there. You’re going to have plenty of classes, plus you’re doing an internship, and on top of that you’re writing a novel,” 
 
    “Ugh, the way you say it makes it sound like hell,” I tease and roll my eyes. 
 
    “I am so going to miss that humour of yours.” She says, reeling me in for a hug. I can feel the tightness in her body as I hug her back, the tears waiting to break free. Two days later, I was on the aeroplane to Norway, my life as a college student was just about to begin. I still haven’t heard from Keith. Nor his mother or grandmother. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The Chancellor’s speech took almost an hour, but I didn’t mind. I was in awe of it all. Maybe it’s the fact that I still can’t believe I’m actually here at this University. After that we proceeded with the Seminar, it’s basically a little insight and brief explanation of how the classes are going to be and how the internships will work, and so forth. The event is over by lunch, and I’m starving considering I skipped breakfast this morning, so I follow everyone out to the dining hall.  
 
    I get in line make my way down the buffet, stopping by to pick up all the food that looks good. Once my plate is full, I hand the woman at the register, my student ID and dining card, which allows you to get your three daily meals, anything else that you may want to eat during the day has to be paid from your own wallet. No food or beverage can be taken out of the hall, and everything must be consumed here. We aren’t allowed to have any household appliances such as microwaves, a fridge, a toaster, none of that. So, besides my desk, I have a small box filled with snacks. I take a seat at one of the closest tables and the students who are all there greet me. 
 
    A lot of the people I met today are also in the Creative Writing Program. There is a total of seven programs at the University: Elementary Studies, Middle School Studies, High School Studies, College Studies, Creative Writing, Literature, and English Second Language. 
 
    We all exchanged phone numbers, so we could all find each other before classes start next week. 
 
      
 
    Classes start today, and I’m already inside the classroom with seven minutes to spare. I’m happy to find a girl I had met during our introductory seminar sitting at one of the chairs. “Hey, Nancy, right?” I say taking a seat next to her. 
 
    “Hey, yeah! Alright,” she says enthusiastic. “Someone I know. I hope we get more classes together. What else are you taking this semester?” 
 
    We both dig our schedules out from our bags and compare them. 
 
      
 
    At exactly 8:00am a blonde woman, I’d say around her late thirties enters the classroom. The room goes silent, as she begins to speak, “Good morning, every one, my name is Professor Jones, and I will be your literary studies professor for the semester. My greatest hope is for all of you to leave this classroom by the end of the semester with a clearer mind on what are the aspects that build great literature,” Just by listening to her words I can tell she’s passionate about her work. 
 
    “Now, today we will not start directly with our class, tomorrow we shall discuss the class syllabus. For today I’d like to take some time getting to know each of you. For the next four years, if you continue to take my line of classes, we will become very well acquainted. To get us started, I have a second-year student of mine who is here to share with you all his experiences while taking this course last year.” I hear the doors to the classroom open, but I don’t look up, I’m busy filling out the class introductory note sheet that had been passed around, trying to formulate the words on how and why I wanted to take this course. “Everyone I leave you with my star pupil, Keith Masters,” my eyes shoot up and my heart stops, “Mr Masters, the class is yours, please share with us some of your latest works,” 
 
    Before I know it, his eyes have already landed on me. This is one of those moments where you desperately want the Earth to swallow you whole, or when you wish for a zombie apocalypse, anything to distract you. But of course, none of that happens. 
 
    Keith doesn’t acknowledge me; he begins to speak about his experience with the class and then begins to share a series of poems he has worked on. I try to listen, but my mind is out of it. His words make no sense in my brain; all I hear is I’ll come back for you. His finals words to me play endlessly like a song on an endless loop. 
 
    By the end of the lecture, I mouth a quick goodbye to Nancy and race to the exit. “Vidya,” Keith calls out, and I break into a sprint. 
 
    “Vidya,” he calls again. I keep running, not stopping for even a breath of air. Thankfully the building I was in is right next door to my side of the dorms. I enter the building and run up the stairs I’m not waiting for an elevator, for all I know Keith could still be following me. I need to move fast. Once I reach my room, I let out all the air I was holding in. I fumble in my bag for my keys, and I straight out drop them when I hear his voice, behind me. 
 
    I close my eyes and take in a breath. “What do you want, Keith?” I calmly say. 
 
    “You,” he answers, and I feel my rapidly pounding heartbeats. This can’t be happening. No correction this isn’t happening. There is nothing Keith could possibly say to make me change my mind about him. 
 
    “Go away Keith,” I pick up my keys and unlock the door, I open it and try to slip inside by opening it just a tiny bit, but Keith stops me by opening the door wide enough for him to slip through as well, he’s already sitting on my bed by the time I turn to lock the door once inside. “Get out,” I say trying to sound with authority but it ends up falling short. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere Vidya. You could yell at me all you like, say how much you hate me. Hell, do whatever you want, but I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “I hate you,” I state. A lump in my throat has formed, and my chest tightens when I say it.  
 
    Keith hasn’t said a word, but he hasn’t stopped staring at me. I feel my entire body growing hot, my ears are burning, and my heart is thumping. 
 
    “Get out,” I say for like the hundred times today. 
 
    “No, not until we talk,” he answers. 
 
    “What do you want Keith. You want me to say that I hate you again? I hate you, Keith, I hate you because you didn’t leave me once. No, you left me twice, without explanation. You pushed me away from your life, and I didn’t even get a say in the matter. So yes, Keith, I hate you. I hate the fact that I fell in love with you, I hate the fact that you've lied to me, I hate the fact that you’re so difficult to understand, and finally I hate the fact that after almost two years I still love you.” I cry out, his whole demeanour changes as the tears begin to fall from my face, “Why the hell are you here? I was trying to move on. I was starting a new life away from you, but now you’re here too?” 
 
    I make way for the doorknob, but of course, Keith stops me, yet again. If this is a sick way for the universe to punish me, fine I’ll take it but on my own terms. I shove Keith to the side and open the door. “Vee, I was already going here. Did you forget? Where are you going?” I grab my bag off the floor and head out of the dorm. I just can’t be around him right now. I can’t take it. 
 
    I can hear Keith’s footsteps behind me. Honestly, I don’t know where I’m going, all I know is that I need to get away from Keith. 
 
    “Vidya Fletcher, could you stop running away from me. Just talk to me,” he says. 
 
    “I already did. Why don’t you talk for a change?” I blurt out. 
 
    “You haven’t let me,” he answers. He’s right. I stop. 
 
    I turn around, “Fine speak,” I say. 
 
    “Can we go back to your room, please?” I grab his arm, and as I’m about to lead him to my dorm when a little girls voice resonates behind us. 
 
    “Daddy?” when I turn to see who the girl is, I find my literary studies professor Mrs Jones standing there with a young girl I’d say around three or four years old, standing beside her. Her eyes are the deep and stormy blue of Keith’s, her hair blonde and in a messy ponytail on one side of her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Keith, she was growing impatient; she wanted to see her father.” Mrs Jones said. What? I stare at the girl with my eyes wide, taking in her appearance. There is no mistaking it. 
 
    “Keith,” I say, but he isn’t paying attention to me, he directs his gaze towards the small child. 
 
    He finally answers me, “Please, Vidya, let me explain. I promise I’ll tell you everything,” he walks up to the girl and, kneeling down to her level, he whispers something in her ear. A cute smile plasters on her face and a giggle escape her lips, “Can you please watch her for another hour, Margaret,” he says to our professor. She gives him a curt nod and then smiles politely at me as she takes the girls hand and they walk away. 
 
      
 
    Back at my dorm, I take a seat on the head of my bed as Keith sits across from me. He presses his hands together, neither of us is sure where to start. 
 
    “It’s been a crazy year. I truly need you to hear me out Vidya. I need you to hear every bit with an open mind and open heart,” he begins. What is that supposed to mean? 
 
    “Keith, tell me,” I don’t know what Keith is about to say to me. I’m hoping he’s going to tell me everything that has happened; all of it. I crawl to where he’s seated, his legs folded on the bed and I seat myself directly in front of him, our knees touching. I raise my hand to caress his cheek with my thumb, he leans into my touch. 
 
    “I love you Vidya, that’s something that has not changed, and I don’t think it ever will.” I know he's honest. His eyes say it all. “Here goes nothing,” and so the story began with a tragedy that happened four years ago. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Everything I have gone through in the last two years has been nothing but chaos, and to think it all started because of a stupid game of Truth or Dare. 
 
    A few weeks ago, I sat patiently in my dorm room, hearing every word that passed through Keith’s lips. With each word he said, the more pain I felt. I couldn’t imagine someone going through so many hardships. 
 
    I love Keith, I never stopped. He had a daughter. A beautiful girl named Emi after his mom. Keith’s ex-girlfriend Athena had kept his daughter a secret from him. No one could blame her, it wasn’t her fault, and she was scared and forced by Keith’s father to keep quiet. Keith might have never known it wasn’t for the lawyers needing Athena to come in and testify. She had already had several run-ins with James Masters in the past. He had continued to haunt her for years. 
 
    I cannot imagine how twisted a man has to be to want to cause so much harm to his wife and son and all the women in their lives. 
 
      
 
    After a good long talk together, Keith walked with me outside to the small grassy courtyard between the two dorm buildings. Mrs Jones was sitting, reposed as she watched Emi playing. The little girl was skipping around, chasing butterflies. After a few words with Keith Mrs Jones stood and took her to leave, commenting that she’d see us in class tomorrow. She pauses long enough to say, “It’s good to finally meet the muse that inspires so much of his best writing,” she didn’t say anything else, but I turned and watched as Keith approached the little girl. His little girl. And picked her up in his arms, swinging her around in a circle before hugging her tightly. Tears welled up in my eyes as I watched them together. Emi was lucky to have her father.  
 
      
 
    Athena had been ill when she and Keith had met at fifteen, and she was sick when they met again at eighteen. She was barely able to have the baby, and it nearly killed her but still, she chose to have her. But her illness was becoming too much for her to handle Emi. Athena arranged for Emi and him to meet and get to know one another as the court case raged on. Between being in and out of the pews and the hospital, Keith and Athena came to understand each other more than they ever had before. Athena knew she was dying and together, Keith and Emi had to face it alone. 
 
    Keith had once told me that Athena was his entire world. His first true love. And nothing could change that, not even me. And I was okay with that. Some of the world’s greatest love stories are really tragedies in disguise, and that was something I had to accept. But from the ashes arise the phoenix, and if there was ever a phoenix to be born, Emi was it. Her smile was enough to set the room on fire with its brightness. She was all smiles when Keith walked her over to me, and she introduced herself with not a hint of shyness. Her tiny frame was filled with fire as she asked me a thousand questions and demanded a thousand and one answers. Her blue eyes were ablaze with curiosity. And I was more than happy to answer.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Three Years Later… 
 
      
 
    “Mr and Mrs Masters, the staff and I could not put this book down. The world you both have created is phenomenal, it’s a beautiful story. And the additions you made in the edits were perfect, it’s added another level of depth we weren’t expecting,” says our editor Alexia, “The both of you are on to something grand,” 
 
    “Thank you so much Alex,” Keith answers. “When will it be sent off to print?” 
 
    “Next week if you think you can finalise the edits by Friday? You don’t have to come to the office, just email them,” 
 
    Keith looks to me, “Vidya?” he asks, and I nod, “We can do that,” I say. 
 
      
 
    Once back at home, we open the door to see Emi is already waiting. She had heard the car in the driveway and had leapt from her toys to greet us. 
 
    “Daddy!” Emily jumps into her father’s arms. 
 
    “Hey sweetie, how was school?” he asks, swinging her around. 
 
    “Great, I got learn about leopards today,” she responds. 
 
    “Oh, really, what did you learn?” he asks, and she begins to describe all the things she knows about leopards. He gives the nod to the babysitter as she grabs her bag and passes between us to leave, I stop her a moment to pay her and give her our thanks as well as an extra tip, she politely refuses the extra money and mentions what a sweet girl Emi is. I thank her and wish her good luck on her exams coming up as I show her out the door. 
 
    Turning I smile at them both. Never in a million years did I think that this little girl would become a part of my world. 
 
    “Do you want to help Vee make dinner?” Keith asks as he settles Emi onto the sofa, she nods twice, “Perfect, then off you go to get washed up.” 
 
    “Okay daddy,” she gives her father one last smile before walking over to me to take my hand, “Hey mamma, can we make macaroni?” she asks, and my heart melts. She began calling me that almost a year ago but I don’t think I’ll ever get used to hearing it.  
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    Hours later, Emi is tucked into bed, and the two of us have some time for ourselves. Now that our first co-authored book, the beginning of a series, is going to finally go into print we can celebrate.  
 
    I bought something just for a night like this, and now Keith will be seeing it for the first time.  
 
    “Vee, I’ve been waiting for a while now,” Keith calls out from the room. 
 
    “Just a second,” I answer from behind the bathroom door. 
 
    “You said that about an hour ago,” he remarks. 
 
    “Liar, I’ve only been in the bathroom for five minutes. Are you ready?” I call.  
 
    “Yes?” he questioned. I could hear the anticipation in his voice. 
 
    “Alright, here I come,” the door swings open, and Keith’s reaction is priceless. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” he breathes. I’m just standing there on the threshold as he devours me with his eyes makes my body flush with heat. 
 
    “Vidya. Vee, baby—if you keep standing there for another minute longer. I’m going to lose my shit,” each word was punctuated by a throaty gasp. 
 
     “Come and get me,” I purr. The sheets slide to the floor as he climbs out of bed. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” he says, walking up to me, eyeing the silky lingerie that encases my body. It hugs every curve leaving everything and nothing to the imagination. With a smile, Keith reaches out and places his hands on my hips, drawing me towards him. “I must be in heaven because I have my own personal angel,” he says with a smile. Leaning in, he places a kiss on my lips. Gently at first, but it quickly escalates. Tugging on my bottom lip with his own, earning a faint moan on my part, he guides me towards the bed. We take a few steps when he leans down and hoists me up into his arms, kissing me all the way to the bed.  
 
      
 
    Fitzgerald was right, there are all kinds of love in this world, but never the same love twice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Book Blurb 
 
      
 
    Seventeen-year-old Vidya Fletcher isn’t looking forward to attending public high school. However, it has its perks. One of which is being able to meet new friends and new boys. 
 
      
 
    Between cramming for exams and dealing with girl drama, Vee finds herself torn between two guys; the sweet, but immature, Bradley and Keith, the tough boy with a haunted past. She likes Brad but finds herself inexplicably drawn to Keith in a way she can’t explain. But when a game of Truth or Dare goes horribly wrong, a secret is revealed that could change all their lives. Vidya is determined to work through it, but Keith is afraid to repeat the past. Will it strengthen their bond or tear them apart? 
 
      
 
    Never the Same Love Twice is a coming of age, second chance romance novel aimed at upper Young Adult and New Adult audiences. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Recommended for 16+ Contains language, mild violence, mentions of assault, drug/alcohol references and mild sexual themes. 
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