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A Guy Like Him





CHAPTER ONE
I was quite possibly on the worst date of my life.
I nodded, sitting up straighter in my seat, and flashed a smile as he kept talking. He was going on and on about what he just learned in class, some sort of concept on moral philosophy.
“Right,” I said, nodding again, subtly glancing at my watch.
I always wore watches on dates so I could easily track how things were going. Every guy would start off with a courtesy 30 minutes, 45 if he was cuter than I expected, 1 hour if he was actually interesting.
Samuel was at 43 minutes and 56 seconds.
I yawned, not too much, not enough to seem rude, but enough where he stopped his sentence, subconsciously feeling the urge to check the time. Time flew by when these guys were having fun, I’d discovered.
“Oh, wow, it’s getting kind of late. I guess I should get going.” He smiled at me, reaching his hand over the table to touch mine. “I had a lot of fun tonight, Skylar.”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling politely and gently pulling my hand away. “Thanks for the coffee.”
I always had dates at the campus coffee shop, only on weekdays, starting right at 8:45 p.m. It was the exact perfect time — too late for a dinner date, but too early for a nightcap, an 8 a.m. class the next day an easy excuse. And, like clockwork, at 9:30 the shop would get ready to close by 10, signaling the end of the date if the guy just didn’t get that it was over.
I stood, and Samuel did the same. He pointed over his shoulder to the direction of the dorms. “I’m that way. I’d be happy to walk you to your dorm, too?”
“Thanks for the offer, but I actually live off campus,” I said, opening the door just enough so he felt compelled to reach forward and take the load off.
“I’ll text you,” I said with a smile, letting him give me a hug.
After he walked away, I went back to my table, pulling out my notebook and flipping to a clean, new page:
October 1 - Samuel:
Pros: He was handsome. Perfect teeth, great hair, smelled fresh. Polite.
Cons: Boring. Philosophy major. Dorm dweller. Hadn’t asked, but rather, assumed I wanted regular coffee instead of decaf when I’d said coffee … so maybe impractical. That could also imply he is a night owl, which would totally throw off my schedule.
I tapped my pen against my notebook, glancing around the nearly empty coffee shop, before scribbling down a few more cons. Then I pulled out my accounting textbook, feeling the pressure of tomorrow’s exam, knowing my dad would ask how I did when Krista and I came over for family dinner this weekend. I was focusing so hard that I barely heard the barista from the counter.
“Hey, we’re closed.”
“Oh, sorry, I guess I lost track of time,” I said, startled, glancing at my watch and realizing it was past 10.
“I was beginning to worry when you didn’t start packing up at exactly 9:50,” he said with a laugh as I quickly stood to gather my things. Krista was probably wondering why I hadn’t called her yet with an update.
“Sorry, what?” I said, not really hearing him as I hurriedly stuffed my textbook and date notebook inside my backpack.
“Nothing. Have a good night,” he said as I tossed my full cup of coffee in the trash, already walking out the door, dialing my phone.
“Wow, you must have met Mr. Right!” Krista exclaimed once she picked up. “That’s the longest date you’ve been on in months.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t plan the wedding yet. I just got caught up with homework.”
“Oh, right, Dad mentioned you had an accounting test tomorrow. You have Professor Hall, right? I had her. I might still have my notes if you want to borrow them.”
I sighed, walking to the parking lot behind the coffee shop, my breath coming out white against the first chilly night of the season. “No, it’s cool. I think I’ve got it.”
“Well, just in case. You know I made an A in that class.”
I nodded, knowing. I knew all her grades from every class because, two years later, I was taking the exact same ones. And I knew what I needed to get so my dad wouldn’t freak.
“So, tell me first, what did your date look like?”
I stopped in front of my car, closing my eyes. “He was really cute. Blonde, athletic, clean cut, you know the type. My type. But he was a philosophy major, Krista.”
“Ugh,” she said with a laugh. I imagined her shaking her head, tucking her light brown hair behind her ear, the phone on speaker in front of her. She was probably lying on our living room floor, the television muted behind her, playing the yoga DVD she’d bought when we were teens and still used to practice out of habit.
“I know, right? I just can’t figure out what kind of job he would get with that,” I said, pressing my palms against my eyes, realizing just how stressed I was about my accounting exam. “And yes, I know that’s judgmental. But also, what would Dad say if I ever brought him home? What would they possibly talk about?”
“Totally. Kyle and I wouldn’t be together if he’d been a philosophy major. And Dad would totally freak. Hey, pick me up some food? I didn’t eat dinner yet.”
“I know. Lemonade or Diet Coke?”
“As if you have to ask.”
Ever since we moved in together two years ago — when I started my freshman year at Middletown University as she finished her senior year — we had this routine. We would share French fries on Mondays, going over the week to come, and split chicken nuggets on Thursdays, recapping and catching up on what we’d missed. Even when she graduated and started her job at an accounting firm, we still did this. And every single time, she would remind me, as if I didn’t know this was our tradition, as if it was her idea every time.
I opened my eyes as the car next to me beeped, being unlocked. The unexpected noise made me jump, and the barista noticed.
“Sorry,” he said as he untied his apron, pulling it over his head, walking to his car.
“Skylar, are you with someone?” Krista said in my ear.
I glanced over at the guy. His back was to me as he opened his car door, sliding in and closing the door.
“No, I’m alone,” I replied, annoyed she was always checking up on me, even when she knew where I was and what I was doing. We knew each other’s routines like they were our own.
It was dark out here, the moon not bright enough to splash light over anything, leaving just the parking lot lights to cast a dim, orange glow over our two lone cars. I got in my car, glancing at the guy again, not really able to make out his face. He looked familiar, and I realized he was probably the same barista who worked on Mondays, too. I wasn’t sure, having never really paid attention.
“Okay, so, can you pick me up some chicken nuggets?” Krista said as I started my car, backing up, right on schedule.
★☽★★☽
My first real memory — the kind where I can remember all my senses — is of me running down the sidewalk in our neighborhood. I must have been around six, maybe seven, and I can vividly remember how crisp the air was, the sound of leaves crunching under my feet, my shoes slapping against the concrete, my hair flipping around, knocking in my face, catching against my lips, my lungs feeling like they’d burst. I was breathless, not because of the run, but because of how hard I was laughing. How light I was, how freeing it all felt. Dad was cheering from the front lawn, more surprised than impressed by my speed.
And then Krista ran up behind me, her steps louder, even her laughter louder, and she passed me, so much faster, like a bolt of lightning. She jumped in Dad’s outstretched arms, cheering with him, having won a race I hadn’t even realized I’d been participating in.
And then I stumbled, distracted by her laughter and our dad praising her. Maybe I tripped over a stick — that’s the part I can’t quite remember — and I fell, scraping my knee against the pavement hard, dirt and little concrete pebbles embedding in my skin. I screamed, closing my eyes, feeling a shock of pain, tears flooding my eyes, my whole body letting me down in this moment.
I remember screaming again, wailing, and how, at first, they thought I was just upset because I’d lost. How Dad said, before he saw the blood, that I shouldn’t be a sore loser, it was just a friendly competition. How Krista stood with her hands on her hips, scowling at me, not noticing I still hadn’t moved from where I’d fallen, and said that I should be happy for her. Why wasn’t I happy for her.
I blinked at the memory — how vividly it came back whenever I saw the scar on my kneecap and had a moment to think — as I sat in my apartment parking lot, trying to take in a few moments of silence before I knew Dad would call.
Like clockwork, my phone rang as I balanced a Diet Coke and lemonade in one hand and walked up the stairs to our apartment. Knowing exactly what time I would arrive, Krista opened the door, taking the lemonade as I answered the call.
“Hi, Mom, hi, Dad,” I singsonged, turning off the television where a woman was frozen in child’s pose. Krista grabbed my date notebook out of my backpack, flipping to the newest page, already laughing at my notes.
“Did you find out what you made on your economics test yet?” Mom asked immediately after greeting me. I knew they were sitting on the couch, Dad watching the nightly news as she worked a crossword puzzle, his phone between them on speaker.
“Not yet. Probably tomorrow.”
Krista pointed to my note about the decaf coffee, stifling a laugh with a chicken nugget.
“Did you get your presentation finished?” Dad asked. “You said you were stuck on the ending. Did you ask your sister for help?”
I rolled my eyes, glancing at her as she flipped back several pages to review my past notes on the guys I’d been on dates with.
“I finished it, Dad. No worries.”
“Well, you know you can always ask her,” he said, and I could picture him shaking his head, wondering why he always had to remind me of this. “She’s done this before. She knows what to do.”
“I know. I’ll ask her next time.”
Krista glanced at me. I opened my mouth, so she tossed a chicken nugget at me. I missed completely, it bouncing off my cheek and falling into my lap, making me laugh despite Dad’s disappointment. I said goodbye to my parents, passing the phone to her.
She smiled, talking sweetly into the phone. She told them all about her day at work, how she was sure she was getting a promotion soon, how well she did at closing out the quarter, how Kyle had complimented the blazer she wore today, thanks, Mom, for sending it in her care package.
I tuned her out, picking my notebook off the couch and flipping the pages backward, reminded of all the guys who didn’t make it past the first date and of those who did, how it never took long for their cons to outweigh their pros.
Once Krista hung up, we dissected every part of my date, discussing over and over the ways it could have gone differently, how if he’d been just a little bit different, maybe he would have been perfect, until it was 11 p.m. and that meant it was time for bed.
If only they could be perfect, I thought with a sigh as I sat in my bedroom alone. I carefully tucked my notebook in my backpack, waiting until I knew Krista was most likely asleep before quietly opening my window. I knew if she heard she’d tell me it was impractical to let in the chilly air when we had the heat on.
I sighed again and stared at the faint glimmering stars, the moon too bright for them to really shine on their own, unable to shake the feeling that, once again, I was the stars, and my sister was the moon.
★☽★★☽
When our mom opened the door, she gasped, as usual, as if we didn’t always show up for family dinner every other Sunday.
“Oh, honey, you look beautiful,” she said to Krista, pulling her in for a hug. “That dress fits you like a glove.”
Krista did look beautiful, having fretted over her appearance more than usual as we got ready for dinner. I’d asked her why she cared so much as she curled and re-curled the same ringlet.
“It’s just Mom and Dad,” I said with an eye roll, pulling on a faded Middletown University sweatshirt. I’d already worn my cutest clothes on my dates this week and hadn’t planned to do laundry until Monday afternoon, right after econ, so I could study for my upcoming stats test while I waited for my clothes to dry. “Why are you wearing a dress?”
“Sometimes it’s nice to look nice,” she said with a smirk, looking me up and down, her perfect eyebrow raised at my outfit.
I explained the laundry thing, and she rolled her eyes, examining her freshly polished nails, uninterested.
I squinted at us in the mirror as we stood next to each other. She and I looked similar, some people even mistook us for twins, but even so, it was a fact that she was the prettier one, having won more beauty pageants than me when we were teenagers.
But tonight, I was unable to stop comparing myself to her, feeling like our differences were more prominent than ever. I stared at her light brown hair, always styled in perfect curls, as I examined my blonde that always fell into messy waves more than ringlets.
As she put foundation on her perfect porcelain skin, I wished I didn’t have a sprinkle of sun-kissed freckles across my nose and cheekbones. She was shorter than me, but had more poise and was rarely found without heels. She was also built like our delicate, petite mom whereas somewhere in the gene pool, I’d received long legs and curves.
She smiled at me, and I made an ugly face, making her laugh.
“Stop, I need to focus,” she said, swiping mascara on her long lashes, her mouth in a perfect O as she concentrated.
We had the same eye color, light green, but hers sparkled with a distracted joy, and mine were filled with self-doubt, not so sure about my choice of clothes anymore.
There was a knock on the door, and I went to let Kyle in as Krista finished her makeup.
“Hey, Skylar,” Kyle said, not stepping inside our apartment, knowing we would leave right at 7 and it was already 6:58. He wasn’t one to waste time, always focused on what was the most efficient, a perfect fit for his job as a financial analyst. “How’s school?”
I pulled on my shoes, knowing I needed to hurry, hearing Krista coming down the hallway, and shrugged. “School is school.”
“That’s a pretty laissez-faire view,” he said, raising an eyebrow. He’d graduated at the top of his class and couldn’t take a joke.
Our brief, thrilling conversation ended as Krista walked in.
“Oh, wow, babe, you look beautiful,” he said as she smiled, posing with her hand on her hip just like we had in pageants.
Once we’d all stepped outside, I realized he looked nicer than usual, too, in a sports coat and a sweater vest.
“Were we supposed to dress up?” I asked Krista quietly, feeling like I was about to walk into an exam I hadn’t prepared for.
I thought back on my last conversation with Mom, wondering if I’d missed some sort of direction. She’d mentioned she needed my help with a Junior League volunteer project this month, asked how the homecoming float was going, and told me that Dad had asked about my upcoming stats test. No mention of dresses or sport coats.
Krista shushed me as we walked to Kyle’s car. I looked at her, confused, as he opened the door for her and handed me a bouquet of flowers from the seat. “Hey, can you hold these back there?”
I took the flowers, feeling even more confused, a familiar anxiousness bubbling inside me when I didn’t know what to expect. That feeling of missing a step, falling, crashing to the ground.
Kyle had been joining us for dinner ever since he and Krista became official three years ago, and I could recall only three times he’d brought flowers: when he’d first met my parents, when dinner had fallen on my mother’s birthday, and when Krista had received her first promotion.
I gave Mom a quick hug as she smoothed my hair before embracing Kyle, fawning over the flowers. I joined Dad in the kitchen where he was putting the finishing touches on the pot roast, knowing he’d want to ask me about school and my accounting exam.
I was grateful to get this conversation out of the way with Krista occupied in the living room, so Dad could focus on something else during dinner, anything but my life — a carbon copy of my sister’s, my version less bright, less impressive than the original.
He listened closely to my updates, committing my assignments and grades to memory, as I glanced at my class schedule tacked up next to my mom’s Junior League schedule on the fridge. The most important dates of my collegiate life were highlighted, just like Krista’s had been before she’d graduated.
Having felt he’d checked the boxes of my academics, Dad asked about other topics at dinner: Krista’s previous quarter, Kyle’s research, Mom’s upcoming pumpkin carving social. After dinner, he suggested we gather outside around the fire pit, saying the fall night was the perfect background to finish our wine. It was so pleasant, so normal, so exactly like every other Sunday, that I’d almost forgotten this night had started off strangely until Kyle got on one knee.
I gasped louder than Krista as he opened the ring box. He told her she was beautiful, she was his everything, she was the sun, and he couldn’t spend another second without her in his life always. I stared at my sister as he spoke. Her perfect smile, her perfect hair, her painted nails, even the dress she wore that photographed even better than it looked in person. She had known this was coming while I was totally blindsided.
“Yes, yes,” she said, teary-eyed, as he slid the ring on her finger.
Mom was crying, and Dad, always stoic and calm, even sounded choked as he toasted to the happy couple, the future Mr. and Mrs. Kyle Thompson. We clinked our glasses of nice champagne Dad must have bought for this very occasion. Kyle must have asked my parents for Krista’s hand before this moment, of course, never one to break tradition, knowing that’s what my parents would have expected and what Krista would have wanted.
I was shocked, so caught off guard, wondering how long she’d been planning this. We told each other everything. I wondered how many lemonade-and-chicken-nugget nights had passed while she’d kept quiet. And I’d missed it.
When she first met Kyle, she’d seemed so breathless when she told me about him. And I’d known, right then and there, that this was it, this was the guy she would marry. She’d laughed at my prediction, shaking her head in that small way of hers, but I knew she agreed. The first time they’d kissed, she came into my bedroom, lying on my carpet as I finished a term paper. She’d smiled up at the ceiling in a way that I knew everything was different. She hadn’t even gotten the words out, and I had known. Years of moments, every single one discussed in detail, every scenario combed over with an eagle eye, every story, every first, retold by her over and over again until I felt like it was mine, too. Until now.
“Baby sis, can you believe it?” she exclaimed, grabbing me into a hug, almost knocking my champagne onto my sweatshirt. She wriggled her fingers, the diamonds sparkling against the fire light.
“I can’t believe it,” I said, squeezing her back hard, not wanting to let go, wanting to remember this moment so we could tell it over and over again.
She pulled away, face flushed and eyes shining, to ask if I would take photos of them. “You’re so good at it,” she said as our mom rushed inside to get the nice camera.
After I’d taken several photos of her and Kyle, her and our parents, her and everyone, I asked Mom to take one of us together. She obliged, not sure how to work the camera properly, the flash somehow too bright, clicking on “two” instead of “three.”
As we left, Dad pulled Krista in a tight hug, saying how proud he was of her. He hugged me, reminding me to let him know how I did on my stats test once I found out.
“I still can’t believe it,” Krista said as we drove home, twisting her fingers with Kyle’s, focused on her sparkling ring. I nodded even though she wasn’t talking to me, not even paying attention.
“Oh, Skylar,” she said as Kyle pulled up to our apartment. “Do you mind sending me the photos? I want to post them. Can you get them to me tonight? Maybe edit them so they look extra amazing?”
I rushed inside to grab my laptop and backpack, knowing that while she did want the photos, she also wanted to celebrate with Kyle which meant she wanted me to leave. So I headed to my usual spot, my usual table, trying to bring some balance back to my life.
I was still reeling as I stepped to the counter.
“Can I get a coffee?” I said, glancing at my phone. Krista had already texted me thank you even though I hadn’t sent her anything yet. It was her subtle way of reminding me to hurry up.
“Decaf, right?”
I texted back, saying I was doing them now, mumbling, “Yeah.”
“And what’s your name?”
“Skylar,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to make sure my bag was visible enough so the couple walking in wouldn’t take my table.
“Skye, got it.”
“No,” I said, sliding my phone back in my pocket and looking up. “Not Skye. Skylar.”
He smiled. “Eh, baristas are kind of known for getting names wrong.”
I blinked, realizing he was the same guy who was always here. As much as I was in this coffee shop, I’d never taken the time to look at who was behind the counter, distracted by my dates or phone.
I kind of laughed, not sure why this transaction was taking longer than its usual 18 seconds. I handed him three dollar bills, and he passed me my change and coffee.
“You didn’t even write my name on the cup,” I said, dropping the extra coins in the tip jar between us.
He shrugged. “I know. I was just curious what your name was.”
I turned, settling down in my seat, glancing at him over my laptop as he took the person’s order behind me. I’d never really looked at him, and as I studied him, I knew why. He was exactly the kind of guy my brain would overlook, not wanting to waste time to catalog or even commit to memory, knowing he was irrelevant.
Tattoos. Piercings. Messy dark hair. No thanks.
I worked on editing Krista’s photos to perfection before zooming in on her ring. It was exactly what she had always wanted, a princess cut with a white gold band. Ever since we were kids, she and I had poured over bridal magazines. She would cut out the same ring over and over again, and I’d paste them in her bridal book. I wondered again how long she’d known this was going to happen, why hadn’t she told me, but most importantly, why hadn’t I known.
I sent her the photos then pulled up the one Mom had taken, knowing before I even looked at it that she’d botched it. Krista looked beautiful and perfect, but I’d moved at the wrong second, not ready, my face out of focus, my blue sweatshirt a blur. I sighed, glancing at my watch, realizing the shop was about to close. I stood as the barista walked over to me.
“If you’re done, I can toss that,” he said, nodding to my cup.
“Thanks,” I said, not looking up from shoving my laptop in my bag, glancing at my phone again as I headed out the door.
I leaned against my car, checking my phone once more. Krista hadn’t answered, which meant I needed to find something else to do before heading home, not wanting to ruin her night. I sighed, my breath a white stream, annoyed. If she had told me about this, I could have planned better. I could have crashed at Lindy’s apartment, I could have done laundry, I could have even stayed with our parents and watched the nightly news with Dad.
I heard a car beep, and this time, I didn’t jump, spotting the guy walking up, pulling off his apron as he put on a distressed jean jacket.
“Have a good night,” he said on autopilot as he passed me.
“Hey,” I said, turning, not liking that he somehow had more information about me than I did about him. “So what’s your name?”
“Dean,” he said, stopping in front of his car door and turning to face me, our cars between us. “Did you get stood up tonight?”
I stared at him. “What?”
“You were alone, and you’re always there with a different guy.”
“Well, first of all, it’s Sunday,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m never at the coffee shop on Sundays, so it’s inaccurate to assume that I’d be on a date on Sunday at the coffee shop. That introduces way too many variables, so there is literally no data to support your claim.”
He raised his eyebrows.
“And secondly,” I said, pushing off from where I’d been leaning against my car, “I don’t appreciate you implying I’m some sort of coffee shop slut.”
He laughed, his breath coming out white against the cold. “That’s hilarious. Coffee shop slut,” he repeated. “I gotta remember that.”
I glanced at my phone. Krista still hadn’t texted.
“I’m really starting to think you got stood up,” he said as he put his hand on his car door. “Maybe you should try out the coffee shop slut thing. Your dates might end better that way. You wouldn’t end up alone in a parking lot.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “My dates end fine.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “From where I’m standing, they always end with a lame hug.”
I put my phone away, allowing myself to kill some time with this guy as I waited for Krista to say I could return home. He wasn’t my type, but at least this conversation was interesting. I stepped away from my car and walked over to him.
“So, what, you just, like, watch my dates?”
He laughed. “No, but between mochas and macchiatos, I can usually notice when a guy is getting played.”
“I’m not playing these guys,” I said with an eye roll. He didn’t understand. I was collecting data, researching, trying to find the perfect guy. “I actually think it’s nicer to end the date once you know it’s over than waste time dragging things on.”
Under the streetlight, I realized that even though he looked how he did — somewhere between a rebel and a hipster — he was still attractive.
Exactly 74 percent hotter than any guy I’d ever seen.
“Yeah,” he said, considering my response. “But still, those hugs,” he sucked in a breath through his teeth, shaking his head. “Those are weak. Bad, even.”
I almost felt sorry for the guys he was criticizing. “Hey, they aren’t that bad.”
“I mean, if those hugs are that bad, think about how bad everything else might be. Maybe it’s good you’re letting them go before they find out.”
My mouth dropped, and I stepped forward.
“Wait a second, are you saying I’m the reason they’re so bad?”
He smirked and shrugged. “I mean, you’re the only consistent thing in the equation, right? What do they call it, ‘a constant’? I think I remember learning that somewhere.”
I raised an eyebrow, almost laughing. He was funny even though he was annoying. Krista still hadn’t texted, and I suddenly knew exactly how to kill a couple minutes.
“Okay, well, let’s prove it,” I said, stepping forward.
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s test it,” I said with a shrug, standing right in front of him, the streetlight over both of us now. “Constant and a variable.”
He looked me up and down, understanding. Then he leaned down, gently putting his hand on my cheek, sliding it through my hair, cupping the nape of my neck as he pressed his lips against mine, his other arm wrapping around my waist to pull me closer. I hadn’t expected him to be so smooth. It started off soft and slow, so I decided to pull away, thinking this wasn’t really worth my time.
But then I remembered he’d implied I wasn’t good, so I pressed against him more, lightly biting his lower lip. He responded by twisting his fingers in my hair, kissing me harder, more urgently, until somehow, suddenly, kissing him felt so good that I didn’t want to stop. I stepped forward, and he stepped back, leaning against his car, my body completely against his. And as our lips and tongues intertwined, I stopped being able to think. Instead, I could only feel him, the way his hands knew exactly what to do, the way he managed to touch me softly and demandingly at the same time, the way his skin smelled like coffee, how my whole brain felt like explosions, fireworks, and cymbals crashing together. I could only hear us breathing, our hands grazing hair, jewelry, clothes, over jackets, under shirts. His car was cold against my body as he turned, pushing me against it, but I could only feel the heat in our lips, of our skin.
We were still clinging to each other as we untangled, me biting his neck, him biting my lips, tugging my hair as I held on to his jacket, yanking him down so his mouth was still against mine even as we stopped kissing.
He looked at me, stepping away slightly. I noticed his eyes were a rich brown, like the kind of milk chocolate you wanted to bite into and savor, the kind you’d hide away so you wouldn’t have to share.
“Whoa,” I said and checked my watch. “That was ten minutes.”
He laughed, pushing back his messy hair, not making it any better. “You were timing it?”
I laughed and shook my head as my phone vibrated in my pocket. “Sorry, it’s my…” I trailed off with a shrug, not really feeling like I owed him an explanation. Krista’s gratitude for the photos poured in emoji after emoji.
I moved off his car and righted my sweatshirt, looking up at him with a smile. My lips were on fire, still tingling from that kiss.
“So, thoughts?”
He nodded, opening his car door, and flashed his own smile.
“Yeah, I mean, I don’t really remember most of science class, but I think we just proved my hypothesis wrong.”
“Good. Just so you know, I’m not bad at things,” I called over my car as he slid into his seat. He grinned and closed his door.
I pressed my fingers over my lips as I drove home, shaking my head every so often as I relived that moment. When I walked into the apartment, I was careful not to be too loud, not wanting to disturb Krista or Kyle, not wanting her to come out and see me, not wanting to risk that she’d look at me and instantly realize what I’d just done.
In my bedroom, I opened my date notebook, flipping past the page where I’d listed Samuel’s pros and cons.
Dean, I wrote and then paused.
I knew Krista would read through my notes after my date tomorrow, like always, and I didn’t want her to know about this. And I certainly couldn’t catalog what had just happened as a date. I wouldn’t catalog that as really anything. Just a way to kill time, to have a secret like Krista for who knows how long. Just something for myself. I crossed through his name, pressing down hard with my pen until his name was gone, just a black messy blob of ink, dark as the night sky.




CHAPTER TWO
We were surrounded by crepe paper, crunching and crunching, threading sheets into chicken wire, creating small poofs over and over again.
“Okay, I need a break,” Lindy said, flexing her hand and dropping a piece of white crepe paper on the ground.
I picked it up, methodically threading it through the chicken wire that formed our homecoming float, and rolled my eyes.
“Lindy, good Student Government Association committee members don’t take breaks.”
She laughed, leaning back on her palms in the parking lot, and studied the half-decorated float in front of us.
“But as the SGA Student Outreach committee chair, I have to strike the right balance between leader and worker bee,” she said with a laugh, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I don’t want freshmen to think I’m building this homecoming float for them.”
I laughed, crunching a piece of blue paper in my hand, threading it next to a white poof. “As vice chair, what does that mean for me?”
She patted my shoulder and stood. “You keep poofing.”
As she headed toward the snack table she’d made sophomores committee members assemble on the grass, my phone chimed with a message from one of my dating apps.
“Ooh, he’s cute,” Lindy said, looking over my shoulder as she sat back down, handing me a crunchy chocolate chip cookie. “Is he a Monday guy or a Thursday guy?”
I peered closer at his profile picture. His name was Brad, and he was really handsome. I clicked to his profile, reading in his bio that he was an economics major, he liked baseball, and he was 23. I flipped through photos of him in a baseball stadium, outside at a park, at the lake. Shirtless.
“He might be a Friday guy,” I said, clicking to his message. He’d asked me out to dinner. I suggested getting coffee instead.
“Friday?” Lindy said, raising her eyebrows. “Dang, all it takes is for the guy to like math?”
I showed her the shirtless photo. She nodded her approval.
“If I tell Krista I’m going to the football game with you and then crashing at your place on Friday, will you back me up if she asks?”
“Only if you finish the float,” she said, taking a bite of my cookie.
I laughed, agreeing since I’d almost finished my section anyway.
“So Krista, like, has no idea that you have sex?” Lindy asked after a moment. “How is that possible?”
“I mean, she knows. I don’t think she wants to think about it.”
I focused on trying to create the perfect poof against the increasing fall wind, glancing over to where others were assembling their sections. This float looked sloppy, but I knew I couldn’t tell Lindy. As vice chair of the SGA’s Social Outreach committee, it was my job to fix it later. I’d heard Krista complain about her vice chair when she’d been in school enough times to know.
“But Kyle stays over at your place, so why would she care?”
I sighed, trying to figure out how to explain it. “Lindy, you know Krista. She’s wouldn’t understand why I would sleep with a guy who isn’t going to end up as my husband.”
“Oh my god, speaking of, why didn’t you tell me that she got engaged this weekend?” Lindy gasped, grabbing my arm. “Holy cow, her ring looks amazing. Kyle must be loaded.”
I nodded, thinking of how Dad had said he was so proud of Krista, knowing the size of the diamond and that Kyle could afford something so nice was part of the equation. I glanced back at Brad’s profile, wondering if he’d make the cut. My phone buzzed again, this time with a message from Krista. She had been texting me nonstop from work, sending all kinds of wedding ideas, asking what I thought about these colors, did I like this dress, what kind of hors d’oeuvres did I think she should serve at her reception. I sighed, telling her that I didn’t like purple and blue together.
The wind blew harder, forcing several sheets to fly away from unfocused freshmen. Lindy stood, placing her hands on her hips, and shouted at them to get it together.
“I’m organizing a float, not a parking lot clean up,” she snapped, gesturing to the blue and white scattering in the wind. She rolled her eyes, shaking her head at what she had to deal with. I laughed, almost glad I’d lost to her. This ordeal was almost worth having to admit to my parents and Krista that I’d only won vice chair.
“I’ll be back later,” I said, checking my watch. It would take exactly 14 minutes to walk from this parking lot to the other side of campus for class. “I have accounting.”
As I grabbed my backpack, I glanced at the float again, knowing it needed more work, that I’d have to find some time to fix it tomorrow morning before my 8 a.m. class.
“So what do you think? Would you want to help out?” I asked Krista over dinner, cringing that I was asking for help, but I knew she loved these kind of things. She’d been the Student Outreach committee chair for three years and every year her group had won the float contest at the homecoming parade.
“Oh my god, yes,” she exclaimed. “I don’t have to be at work until nine, so we could do it from six to seven. It’ll be perfect. Maybe I’ll even stop by to say hi to Professor Hall. She always loved me, and I haven’t seen her in a while. Does she know that I’m your sister? She might go easy on you, if she knew,” she said with a bright smile.
I rolled my eyes and set my alarm for 5 a.m. The conversation shifted from Professor Hall to if I thought she should invite her former professors to her wedding to just her wedding in general. Then she pulled up her Pinterest and dug out old wedding magazines, already scouring the pages, asking me what I thought about this and that and what about this too until we were too tired to keep going. I fell asleep fast, dreaming of crepe white dresses, sparkling rings that crumbled into chocolate chip cookies, and bouquets that burst into purple and blue flames.
“Wake up, sunshine,” Krista said, jumping on my bed.
I groaned, annoyed that I hadn’t thought to set my alarm earlier than her, that she was already dressed and ready, so excited to work on a stupid float. As we walked across campus, she pointed out all the places she had memories, as if I didn’t already know them, and then pulled on my arm, tugging me in the direction she wanted to go.
“You need caffeine,” she said, dragging me into the coffee shop. It was early, and the shop was empty. “Oh, wow, when did this place get so hipster,” she whispered, nodding at the counter.
I looked up, seeing Dean, his back to us, opening a bag of beans, talking to another barista, laughing at whatever he was saying.
The other barista turned and greeted us.
“Can I get a nonfat caramel latte?” Krista said, glancing at the menu. “Actually, do you guys have pumpkin-flavored stuff yet?”
I glanced at Dean who didn’t seem to be paying attention, busy dumping coffee beans in the grinder. I hadn’t seen him since the kiss, and I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to do anything to give it away in front of Krista.
“No, we don’t get that until closer to Halloween,” the barista said in a sleepy drawl.
Krista looked disappointed. “Oh, well, the latte is fine. I don’t remember having to wait for pumpkin so long when I was a student here,” she said as if she didn’t believe the guy. “Skylar, what do you want? My treat.”
“Um, just a regular coffee is fine,” I said, stepping away from the counter as Dean turned to reach for a cup.
He glanced at me, his expression not changing at all, making me wonder if he even realized I was the same person he’d made out with the other night. The other barista worked on the latte, and Krista and I moved to wait.
“Seriously, this place is so different now,” she said lowly. “When I was here, I’m pretty sure it was just, like, a Starbucks. And there were certainly not guys like that working here,” she said, nodding to Dean.
I hadn’t had a chance to properly look at him, either distracted by my dates or the streetlight didn’t do him justice, but seeing him now, really focusing, I knew there was no way I was going to admit I’d kissed him to her, not even for the shock factor I would have normally found amusing.
Because as I looked at Dean through my sister’s eyes, I could already hear how she would have gasped at the colorful, full-sleeve tattoo on his left arm, questioning how in the world did he think he could get a real job with that. How she would have sucked in a breath, clicking her tongue, judging when she noticed, as he turned to reach for a sleeve for my cup, that he also had a tattoo on his collarbone, unable to be covered up by any shirt unless it was a collared shirt with a tie or a turtleneck. And he didn’t seem to be the type to wear either. Because guys with piercings in both ears and an eyebrow piercing — one I hadn’t noticed when we’d been making out  — don’t wear collared shirts, she would’ve said with an eye roll.
“I mean, if you have that many tattoos, you can kind of only work at a local coffee shop though, I guess, right?” I whispered, careful to match my tone to hers. “So maybe it’s a good thing this isn’t a Starbucks anymore.”
Krista laughed, louder than she should have. “Okay, so tell me about your homecoming float,” she said as Dean walked over to us.
“Black coffee for Skyelur,” he said, enunciating just so that Krista didn’t notice but I did, and slid the cup across the counter. He also had tattoos on his right fingers. The same hand that had been twisted in my hair less than 36 hours ago. I quickly grabbed my cup as he turned and walked to the register to take a new patron’s order.
“The float is fine,” I said, focusing on Krista, almost forgetting she’d asked a question. “But it’s just not right. It’s not perfect.”
She nodded. “Don’t worry, baby sis, I’ll fix it.” The other barista called out her order, and we walked to the door.
“Have a good day,” Dean said, a familiar autopilot goodbye I’d been tuning out for a half a semester, maybe longer.
“Thanks, you too,” we said in unison, not looking back with second glance. I breathed a sigh of relief as the door closed behind us, knowing there was no way I could have explained why I’d kissed a guy, as Krista had put it, like that.
★☽★★☽
Friday was always date night for Krista and Kyle, which meant she was distracted, spending extra time getting ready before Kyle picked her up. It was the perfect time for me to leave with a flimsy excuse, knowing she wouldn’t ask too many questions, too focused on herself.
“I’m going to spend the night at Lindy’s after the football game,” I said, tugging on black skinny jeans and a shirt I knew she thought showed too much cleavage, quickly zipping up my jacket as she walked in my bedroom.
“Can I borrow your brown braided belt?” she asked, already walking to my closet. “Are you coming to the parade tomorrow from Lindy’s then? Mom and Dad will want to stand together, you know.”
“Yeah,” I said, standing on my tiptoes behind her, making sure she didn’t notice the small basket I kept on my top shelf was slightly off kilter from where I’d hastily shoved it back the first time she’d come into my room. “I’ll meet you all there. Get me a hot chocolate when you get there?”
“Sure,” she said, glancing at herself in my mirror, smoothing her hair. “Oh, and make sure you wear something school spirited.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I know. This isn’t my first homecoming.”
She smiled at me, not really listening. “Have fun at Lindy’s,” she said, walking back to her room.
I grabbed my purse and dashed out of the apartment before the conversation could continue. After I parked at the coffee shop, I unzipped my purse, making sure the condoms I’d grabbed out my basket hadn’t somehow fallen out between my room and the living room for Krista to see. I breathed a sigh of relief, the shiny packaging glimmering under the streetlight.
At my usual table, I realized Brad had texted he was running late while I’d been driving. I sighed, glancing behind the counter. The other barista was here, flirting with a pretty redhead at the counter. He didn’t seem like he would care if I sat here without a drink even though it killed me to be breaking the rules like this. After 20 minutes, I bought a bottle of water despite knowing I could get a cup for free.
The door opened in a hurry, and I heard a voice saying, “Sorry I’m so late, I got caught up with, whatever, it doesn’t matter. Sorry though, for real.”
I looked up, smiling, expecting Brad, appreciating how apologetic he seemed. Instead, Dean walked in, rolling his eyes at the barista.
“It’s cool, dude. I’m just chilling. Happy to get an extra two hours of pay. This place isn’t popping on a Friday night anyway,” the barista said with a laugh.
“I owe you one, seriously. You should see the stadium. There’s one-lane traffic because of this stupid football game. These people only care about floats and field goals.” He paused, glancing around the shop and noticing me. He smiled. “Sorry, not your float. I’m sure yours is great.”
I opened my mouth, not sure what to say, so I just shrugged and glanced at my phone again. Brad was 30 minutes late, which meant he’d officially cut into his courtesy date time. He better be cute in person, I thought, as I waited around. I sat there for 20 more minutes, thinking of him in that shirtless picture, wondering if he was stuck in football traffic or if, for the first time in my life, I was being stood up. I glanced at Dean, wondering if he’d somehow cursed me, but he was leaning against the counter, reading something on a clipboard.
Finally, Brad messaged me: Sorry can’t make it. Rain check?
I was shocked. Definitely not, I texted back, dropping my phone on the table with a loud clatter. I couldn’t believe I was being stood up, and he didn’t even have the decency to form complete sentences.
I stood, pissed that I had planned for this: a date, for sex, to go to Lindy’s after she was done cheering at the football game. I hadn’t even brought my backpack, no backup plan, nothing else to do. It was 9:47. The game wasn’t over, so Lindy wouldn’t be home yet.
“Are you leaving?”
I turned. “What?”
“Are you leaving,” Dean repeated. “Cause if so, I’m just going to lock up this place now and go. But if you aren’t, then I’ll actually sweep for the last ten minutes.”
I looked around, realizing the coffee shop was empty.
“Oh, have you been waiting on me?” I asked, slightly guilty.
“No, I’ve been waiting for 10 p.m. to roll around,” he said, pushing back his hair with his tatted hand, revealing a black stud earring and a thin silver hoop on his cartilage.
I couldn’t tell if his hair would be considered short or long since he wore it pushed back, messy and sleek at the same time. Not being able to catalog it properly kind of annoyed me.
“Well, I am leaving, so I guess you’re free,” I said, grabbing my empty water bottle and tossing it in the recycling. I missed and it bounced on the floor, rolling back to me. “Just so you know, you had thirteen minutes to sweep. Not ten. But I guess time isn’t your forte, is it, considering how late you were today.”
He laughed and walked around the counter. “Damn, you’re so feisty. And the reason I should sweep, I guess,” he said, scooping up my bottle from the floor.
I walked out of the shop, still not sure what my plan was, as he followed, flicking off the lights and pausing to lock the door. He glanced over his shoulder at me.
“Are you waiting on me?”
“No. I’m just not sure where I’m going.”
He squinted as he pulled on his jacket. “What does that mean?”
I rolled my eyes, still annoyed that Brad had canceled on me.
“I just … I actually had a date tonight. And,” I said, already laughing as he grinned, knowing what I was going to say, “I’ve never been stood up until you said something the other day.”
“Dang, sorry, I feel slightly personally responsible for that one. Better luck next time, Skye,” he said with a laugh, turning to walk the opposite direction of the coffee shop parking lot.
“My name isn’t Skye,” I called after him. “Do you normally make out with girls and not even know their names?”
He turned on his heel, smiling at me. “I was wondering when you were going to bring that up.”
“Bring what up?”
“Making out,” he replied with a shrug. “I figured girls like you would need to have some sort of discussion about it.”
“Girls like me?”
He nodded, stepping back, still trying to walk to wherever his car was parked. “Yeah, pumpkin-spice-loving, homecoming-float-building girls.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “Well, girls like me definitely have no interest in having a what-did-this-kiss-mean discussion with guys like you.”
He laughed. “Glad we’re on the same page then.” He paused, no longer walking backward. “In that case, did you want to do it again?”
I smiled. “Where are you parked?”
By the time we reached his car, we’d already stopped three times to make out. First against the coffee shop door, then the poli sci building, and then on the sidewalk, not even against anything, just grabbing each other, tempted to fall down right there on the concrete.
“Wow, you’re parked really far,” I said, shivering in the cold as we approached his car. It was parallel parked on a side street across from the farthest parking lot on campus. My jacket had come unzipped during one of our make-out sessions, but I didn’t bother to zip it back up, knowing it was coming off anyway.
“Yeah, I know. The football game really threw off the whole parking lot situation,” he said, unlocking his car and turning to face me. “Backseat or just drop one of the front seats?”
I considered it. He was tall and broad, so I wasn’t sure how comfortable the backseat would be. But I also wasn’t sure how easily I could get off my jeans in the front. As I thought about it, he kissed me again, making it harder for me to clearly weigh the pros and cons.
“Uh, I guess backseat,” I said after a moment, feeling lightheaded from the way his lips felt against mine. “Well, wait,” I said as he reached for the door handle. “I’m not sure. What are we going to be doing?”
He gave me a weird look. “Have you never fooled around before? Cause I don’t think this is the right time to explain it.”
“Yeah, I know how things work, but what does ‘fool around’ mean exactly? Are we just making out or oral or fully hooking up? I can’t really make a decision if I don’t know what’s going to happen.”
He stared at me. “This is so bizarre.”
I laughed, shrugging. “Well, do you just want to drive me to my car then? We don’t have to do anything.”
“Why don’t we just make out and see what happens,” he said, pulling my hand, walking to the passenger side, opening the door.
“You don’t understand that, like, doesn’t compute for me,” I said as he sat in the seat.
“I thought you said you didn’t need to have a discussion,” he said, looking up at me, pushing off his jacket, pulling his apron off over his head, tossing both in the backseat.
I rolled my eyes and let him pull me inside, shutting the door behind me as he dropped the seat. As I fell on top of him, he kissed me hard again, almost making me not think about if this position made sense for what I wanted. We made out for a while, the windows steaming up, losing my jacket and shirt, tugging off his shirt, revealing even more tattoos scattered across his chest and abs.
“Man, you’re covered in ink,” I said, tossing his shirt aside, kissing his collarbone tattoo as he twisted his fingers in my hair with one hand, undoing my bra clasp with his other. After a few moments, I pushed his head away. “I think we should move to the backseat.”
He nodded and stepped out of his car, not seeming to care that he was half-undressed in the street, as I climbed over the seat to lay in the backseat.
“Do you have protection?” I asked as he moved on top of me, working my jeans button and zipper. We could use what I had brought, but I was curious if he’d get a pro or con in this instance.
“Yeah,” he said, leaning forward to open the center console.
“How often does this happen to you?” I said, slightly shocked, unsure exactly if this was a pro or con.
“I thought you liked being prepared,” he said, kissing me again.
I nodded, closing my eyes, letting him pull me under, not wanting to think much anymore.
I hadn’t expected it to be very good. Even though he was an amazing kisser, there were so many factors working against us. We didn’t really know each other, it was cold outside, we were crammed in a backseat, anyone could walk up at any moment, so many things that should have made it lackluster, bad even. So I was shocked when I was moaning his name over and over again, seeing stars, as he pushed me over the edge. He moved to kiss me deeply on the mouth, both of us breathless.
“Fuuuuck,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut, unable to believe something that good had just happened.
He laughed at my reaction. “You don’t seem like the kind of girl who would say that word.”
“You don’t seem like the kind of guy who would be that good in a car,” I said, sitting up to tug on my clothes, trying to find my black pants in the dark backseat.
“I think I seem exactly like the kind of guy who would be good at this in a car,” he said, laughing again and tossing me my pants. He pulled on half of his clothes, stepping out of the car to put on his shirt and jacket, the cold air blasting inside.
“Where are you parked?” he asked as we moved to the front.
“Just behind the coffee shop.”
He laughed. “Then why did we walk all this way?”
“I’m not going to have sex with a stranger in my car,” I said, flipping down his visor to check my reflection. I smoothed my hair, digging in my purse for some lip gloss.
He laughed again, shaking his head. “I’m not a total stranger. You seemed to know my name pretty well a few minutes ago.”
I laughed, closing the mirror on my reflection, as we passed the football stadium. People were pouring out, cheering and laughing, signaling the game was over.
“Are you able to see the score from here?”
He read off the points. “Do you actually care about football?”
“No, but a few people think I’m there right now, so I have to know the score when I see them at tomorrow’s homecoming parade.”
He nodded, not asking questions, and we stayed silent until he pulled up to my car.
“Thanks, Dean,” I said, jumping out of his car, grabbing my jacket and throwing it on. I ducked back in the car to smile at him.
“No problem,” he said with a laugh. “Glad I could go above and beyond as your friendly neighborhood barista.”
“Yeah, next time I’ll tip you more than fourteen cents,” I said, both of us laughing.
I closed his door, waving over my shoulder as I walked to my car. I checked my phone, seeing Lindy was on her way back to her place.
By the time I arrived, she was already in pajamas, ready to hear all about my exploits with Brad. I told her how we’d had a great time at the coffee shop, he’d shown up right on time, how we’d gone back to his place but that his roommate had been there so we ended up just making out on his bed.
“That’s too bad,” she said. “Do you think you’ll see him again?”
“Yeah,” I said, rubbing my neck, wondering if it was still red from where Dean had kissed me so hard. “Definitely.”
★☽★★☽
I was grateful for the marching band passing by, trombones playing, drums banging, people shouting and clapping, so I didn’t have to answer Krista when she asked how Lindy’s was. Instead, I just took the hot chocolate she passed me and smiled as Mom adjusted the blue and white knit scarf I’d bought in the campus bookstore minutes ago.
Our parents were decked out in hats and t-shirts that read ‘Proud Middletown U Parent.’ They were as much in love with their alma mater as they’d been when they attended here, when they’d met, when they’d fallen in love. Krista and Kyle were bleeding blue and white, too. He was wearing a vest and a baseball hat while she wore a ridiculously cute knit beanie with a big puffy pom-pom on the top. In my haste to get away from Krista last night, I’d forgotten my colors, my faded sweatshirt crumpled in my bed somewhere, so I’d bought the first thing I could grab in the bookstore before rushing to meet them at the parade.
“When does your float come by?” Dad asked over a loud rendition of “Louie, Louie.”
“Um, I’m not sure,” I said, thinking I should have memorized the order, knowing he would want that information. “It’s not my float, though, remember. Lindy is the one who organized it.”
“This is the one Krista helped with though, right?” Mom asked as she took a photo of the golden couple with her phone. The photo didn’t do them justice, the sun too bright in the background, washing their classically attractive looks out.
I nodded as Dad and Krista reminisced about the three floats she’d spearheaded and won. I’d seen them all, attending homecomings here since I was old enough to hold a pom-pom. I remembered every float, especially how Krista looked as she stood on them, waving and smiling to the crowd, her wave perfected from her pageant days, our mom and dad cheering for her, louder than all the other parents.
“There it is!” Krista shouted, pointing in the distance.
“Oh, honey, it looks great,” Mom said, putting her arm around my sister and giving her a squeeze. “Just perfect.”
I waved at Lindy as she passed by, trying to focus on her instead of my parents’ praises.
“How much of that did you do?” Dad asked, looking right at me.
“Uh,” I said, not sure what the correct answer was. “Hey, did I tell you I got an A on that stats test?”
“Oh, speaking of, Mom, Dad, do you think I should invite some of my former professors to my wedding?” Krista asked.
They weighed the pros and cons of this as I watched the rest of the floats go by. Just like last year, the year before, and every year we’d always stood here, I waited impatiently, counting down the parade participants before I could go home and take off this stupid scarf — the only new thing from this experience.
“It’s too bad your float didn’t win,” Krista said as we walked in our apartment. “It’s not really your fault. Lindy is the chair, not you.”
“I know. I’m not upset about it,” I said, walking in my bedroom, closing the door, and grabbing my accounting book.
Krista followed, opening the door without knocking, and sat on my bed. “Hey, I wanted to get your opinion on something. Kyle asked if I wanted to go to his parents’ lake house with just him, kind of to celebrate our engagement, but it’s during your fall break.”
She’d usually take off work so we could hang out, watching cheesy movies all day, using our parents’ fire pit at night, and shopping for things we didn’t need with Dad’s credit card.
“It’s fine. You two should get away for awhile. Really enjoy your engagement,” I said with an exaggerated wink. She laughed, blushing and slapping my arm to shush me. I laughed, pushing her away as I settled against my pillows. “Now get out, I need to study.”
She stood, picking up my scarf from the floor, folding it, and sitting it gently on my chest of drawers. “Thanks, lil sis. I’m so glad you understand.”
After she’d shut the door behind her, I sat my textbook aside, picked up my phone to flip through a few profiles I’d matched with, and pulled out my planner, slotting in a few dates for next week. Luke on Monday, Charles on Wednesday.
I hesitated, hovering over Friday with my pen in one hand, my phone in the other, trying to decide what I wanted. Midterms would be over, fall break beginning. I rolled my eyes at the slim pickings, hating how the break weeded out all the good options. Most of the guys I’d be interested in going on a date with would probably be headed to their parents’ lake houses, just like Kyle and Krista.
I closed my planner and picked up my accounting book, deciding I would figure it out later, needing to focus on school, knowing to expect daily check-ins from Dad, morning texts from Mom.
Good luck!, the first message chimed, two minutes before my alarm went off, the sound bright and cheery the next morning. I groaned, jumping up, quickly getting ready, and walked into the kitchen as Krista sat down blueberry toast.
“Excited? I loved midterm week,” she said, beaming.
She looked perfect, wearing a smart navy pantsuit and crisp blazer. I took a mental note of her outfit, wanting to swipe it for my econ presentation later this week.
“Also I have a couple venues I want to check out this week. Do you think you could come with me to a few? Mom can’t get out of a couple volunteer obligations, and I want your opinion.”
“Isn’t it early for that?” I asked, pouring coffee in a travel mug, grabbing a piece of toast, not bothering to waste time by sitting.
“No way,” Krista said, sounding like she couldn’t believe I was even questioning her timeline. “If anything, I’m behind. I want an early October wedding, which means I have less than a year to nail down every single detail. I’m freaking out. You should be stressed about this, too, you know.”
I swallowed a bite of toast, feeling like it was caught in my throat.
“Why?”
She stood, putting her hands on her hips, just like she had when we were kids when she’d asked why I wasn’t happy for her.
“Because you’re my maid of honor, silly. I need you by my side for everything,” she said, wrapping her arm around me, making me splash a bit of coffee on my sweater.
“Oh,” I said, nodding.
I didn’t know why I felt surprised. Of course I would be her maid of honor. I’d been by her side ever since I was born. My parents loved to tell the story of a two-year-old Krista throwing a tantrum when they’d told her she was going to be a big sister. Through her tears, her face pouty and red, she’d said she would run away if she had a brother. Then I was born, and she’d grabbed my teeny tiny hand, saying she was never going to let go.
“Yeah, I’d love to be your maid of honor, Krista.”
She rolled her eyes at how emotional my words had come out, moving to blot my sweater with a paper towel, and ruffled my hair.
“I wasn’t asking you,” she said with a laugh. “You can’t say no. I’m your favorite sister.”
I laughed, lightly pushing her away. “You’re my only sister. And I have to go, I’m going to be late,” I said, checking my watch.
“You’re never late,” she called after me as I rushed out.
She was right. I was early to my accounting midterm, finishing it before everyone else, moving to the library to practice my econ presentation, stopping by the SGA office to catch up with Lindy, calling my mom to discuss her upcoming pumpkin carving social she’d signed me up for, booking a manicure for next week, running so efficiently and ahead of schedule that I even booked my next teeth cleaning for two months from now. So I had a hard time understanding why Luke was late to our date. But he was cute, funny, and mentioned his parents had a lake house, so I decided he would get at least 45 minutes.
“I had fun tonight,” he said as a barista I didn’t recognize started wiping down tables.
I thought I’d seen Dean when I walked in, but maybe I had been mistaken, not really looking up from my phone as I’d sat down.
Luke smiled at me, a perfect smile. “Maybe we could get dinner sometime next week?”
I nodded. “That sounds great.”
He glanced around the shop and leaned in. “I kind of don’t want this date to end, but I think this place is closing.”
I laughed, telling him next week would come soon enough. He stood, holding my jacket open so I could easily step inside.
“Thanks,” I said, smiling at him over my shoulder. We walked to the door, and he opened it. He was doing so well, gently placing his hand on the small of my back as he walked me to my car.
And as he leaned in to kiss me, I was already mentally filling in his pro list and trying to think of conversation topics for our next date. He was a history major, so I could brush up on that, I thought, as his lips touched mine. He’d said he wanted to be a professor, so I tried to think of the most inspiring things professors had shared with me as he kissed me harder, his tongue touching my lips, the corner of my lips, my chin.
I jerked away as he smiled, unaware he was a terrible kisser.
“Oh, sorry, are my hands cold?” he asked, and I realized that his left hand was on my arm. He had been touching me so lightly that I’d thought my jacket was just brushing me in a weird way.
I shook my head, unable to form a sentence, and he kissed me again, his tongue back to licking my closed lips. I parted my lips some, wondering if maybe he’d know what to do once he got in, but it got worse, sloppier, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I glanced at my watch. That might have been the worst 60 seconds of my life.
“I have to go,” I said, fumbling for my keys, turning away from him. He wished me goodnight and walked away, smiling as if that had gone great, having no idea there was no chance we’d go on another date now.
I shook my head, trying to get that awful kiss out of my mind, and grabbed a napkin out of my glove compartment to wipe off my face. I sighed, shaking my head again, and turned on my dome light.
BAD KISSER, I wrote in the cons column in my notebook, underlining it twice, even though this wasn’t something I would easily forget. That con outweighed the long list of pros I scribbled down. I snapped my notebook shut and looked up as Dean walked by, headed to his car. He glanced at me and held up his hand in a wave, not breaking his step.
I rolled down my window two inches.
“Hey,” I said as he unlocked his car. “I just thought you should know that you’re a good kisser.”
“Thanks,” he said with a laugh, opening his car door.
I waited for a moment and then rolled my eyes. “Well?” I said, cracking my window more, not really wanting to let any more cold air inside my car.
“‘Well’ what?” he said, turning to squint at me in the darkness.
“Am I good kisser?”
He grinned, making me wait. I rolled my eyes again, making a motion for him to hurry up. He laughed, nodding. “Yes, Skye, you’re a good kisser. But I think you already knew that.”
“Well, come kiss me,” I said, unlocking my car.
“Why do you want me to kiss you?” he asked, sliding in my passenger seat. “I mean, I’m going to, but I’m just curious.”
I shrugged. “Do you really care about the details?”
He looked at me, considering this. “Yeah, I guess not,” he said, leaning in, pulling me toward him, kissing me how Luke should have. We made out for a while until my phone rang, and I knew Krista was wondering how my date went. I pulled away, and Dean winked at me over his shoulder as he stepped out.
I drove away and answered, telling Krista I was already on the way with fries, she wasn’t going to believe this one. Once I got home, I told her all about Luke, ending the story at the bad kiss as she howled with laughter. She said she couldn’t wait to hear about my next date, wondering out loud if it could possibly get worse.
“What was this dude’s name again?” Dean asked that Wednesday, undoing my bra clasp as he kissed my neck. “Charlie? Charles? Decaf latte with extra foam, right?”
“Shut up,” I moaned, taking my shirt off as he pushed off my bra.
“What an awful drink,” he said, shifting so I could toss his belt aside. He reached down, dropping his seat lower. “It’s barely coffee at that point. It’s just warm milk.”
I laughed. “You should only use these for kissing,” I said, biting his lips as he pushed up my skirt. “Not talking.”
Afterward, my whole body still feeling electric, my phone rang. It was Krista, probably wondering why it was 10:23 and she still hadn’t heard from me. I moved, pressing the phone against my ear, halfway falling into the driver’s seat as Dean zipped his jeans.
“Hey, I just pulled up to order, I’ll call you right back,” I said quickly, knowing if I hadn’t answered she would get suspicious.
“Okay, talk soon! Don’t forget the lemonade,” she said brightly.
I dropped my phone in the cupholder, trading him his belt for my shirt. “Sorry,” I said, not really sounding sorry as I grasped around in the dark backseat for my jacket. “Can you hand me my phone? I need a flashlight,” I said, twisting around as he passed it to me.
I glanced at the screen. He had put his name in my contacts.
I sat down correctly in the seat and faced him. “What is this?”
“My number,” he said casually. “That way you can text me when you want to do this.”
“I don’t think you understand,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t want to text you. I don’t want to, like, have conversations with you.”
He laughed. “Chill, Skye. I don’t want to stay up till dawn trading sweet nothings either. This just makes things easier. What if I hadn’t walked out at the same time as you tonight? Or, on Monday, I was doing inventory in the back. I had no idea you were even in the shop until you yelled at me from your car to kiss you.”
I looked down at my phone again. We had the same area code. Briefly, I wondered if he grew up here like me, if somehow we’d passed each other before, if somehow our worlds had overlapped. But instantly, I knew there was no way that was possible.
“I didn’t yell at you. But yeah, I guess this does make the most logical sense. So, I just text you if I want to make out or do this…”
“Yeah,” he said, getting out of the car to walk around to the driver’s seat. He opened my door, waiting for me to get out. “And if I’m around and down, we can hook up.”
I stepped out of his car, and we traded places. “Cool. I mean, I don’t think this should be a regular thing or anything, though.”
He shrugged, turning on his car, and smiled. “Yeah, it’s whatever. Don’t overthink it. I’ll see you later.”
“Don’t overthink it,” I said to Krista, trying out the expression, as we stood in front of the altar the next day.
She scowled. “Don’t be silly, Skylar. Why would I not overthink my wedding? This is the day I’ve been waiting for my whole life. So, please, answer the question, would a floral archway clash with this altar?”
“Um,” I said, stepping into the aisle. “I don’t think so. I think it would frame the space really well. The photos would look amazing.”
She smiled. “See, was that so hard?”
Our tour guide launched into a spiel about the organ, saying whatever song Krista walked down the aisle to would sound beautiful.
“Well, I’m definitely walking to the traditional ‘Bridal March,’” Krista replied. “That’s what Dad would want. That’s what I want.”
“How come Kyle isn’t here?” I asked.
“He doesn’t care about this kind of stuff,” she said as if I just didn’t get it. “He just wants me to be happy with the decision. He’ll care about, like, the cake and stuff.”
I was jealous, wishing I could just eat cake and call it a day.
“I feel like I’d want my fiancé to be part of all the planning,” I said as we walked out of the church, headed to another venue.
Krista sighed, clearly stressed. “Well, you don’t really know because you don’t even have a boyfriend,” she said, ignoring the look I shot her. She realigned her focus on the directions and asked if I was prepared for my economics presentation.
I groaned. I hated presentations more than anything. No matter how many times I practiced, I’d crumble under the pressure. I hated all eyes on me, waiting for me to fall, to come crashing down, to fail in front of everyone. I could crunch numbers any day, but a spotlight on me made my hands shake, my chest tighten, and my face flush.
“I need to borrow your navy pantsuit. Our outfit is part of our grade. Which I think is stupid.”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s not stupid. Appearances matter. Life is kind of always grading your outfits, how you look, how you seem, who you are in the world, you know that.”
I hated to admit she was right. That sentiment had been ingrained in us as kids, reinforced in our teens, expected as adults.
I changed the subject, asking if she was excited about going to the lake house with Kyle. She perked up, distracting herself from her venue stress, chattering on and on about all the things they had planned when they were there: s’mores by the fire, wine on the heated patio, Scrabble after dinner, the Jacuzzi at night. I nodded, assuring her that it did sound perfect, that she was going to have so much fun, that, yes, I was so happy for her.




CHAPTER THREE
“It was fine,” Lindy assured me. “You didn’t seem nervous.”
I shook my head, knowing she was a better friend than a better liar. I had totally bombed my economics presentation.
“Did I least look okay?” I asked as we walked in the coffee shop. The line was long, the final day of midterms making people desperate for caffeine and warm comfort.
“You look great,” she said, patting my shoulder.
I sighed, not really believing her. This morning, when I’d looked at myself in Krista’s pantsuit, I had expected to look as good as she had just a few days ago. But once again, no matter how hard I followed in her footsteps, I could never get as close to perfect as her.
“Like five guys have checked you out since you’ve been standing in line. You’ve got this whole sexy business woman vibe going on. Your glasses seal the deal,” Lindy said as we moved forward in the line. I’d opted to wear my dark-rimmed glasses instead of my contacts, hoping they would make me look smarter, knowing I only had my looks going for me for this project.
“If only my grade was determined by that,” I said with a groan. “I said Facebook had grown to 1.23 users by 2013. Not 1.23 billion, just 1.23. Do you know how stupid that sounds?”
Lindy laughed. She was relaxed, having killed during her presentation, looking so put together in her floral top, heels, and pencil skirt, not stumbling over any of her words.
“Sorry, sorry, but it is kind of funny, right? The professor knew you didn’t mean that.”
I tried to push the memory out of my head as my phone rang. It was my dad, wondering how it had gone. I regretted mentioning the presentation to Krista, knowing she’d mention it to our parents.
“Hey, Dad,” I said as we scooted up in line. Dean was working the register while two other baristas traded between pulling espressos and making foam. He glanced over in my direction, not registering that I was standing in line.
“Hi, sweetie. How did the presentation go? Krista said you were really nervous. Did you two practice?”
I closed my eyes briefly, annoyed at my sister. I could imagine Dad sitting in his office between meetings, glancing at his calendar where he kept little reminders about us so he was in the know, always prepared with an agenda when he called. He was a planner, making sure he never forgot any detail. I could even picture his calendar, reading Skylar, econ. presentation in his tidy block print right next to Krista, leaves for lake house. I’d bet money that he also had what time he would be going to dinner with my mom and when he needed to leave to arrive on time also penciled in, never late to anything.
“Lindy said I was great,” I said, figuring it was easier to tell this truth instead of answering his question directly.
“Well, I just wanted to check in. I know lots of people blow off midterms, but they’re important. It will set you up for success later,” he said, already in lecture mode.
Lindy stepped up to the register. “Do you guys have pumpkin spice lattes yet?”
Dean shook his head, his marker poised over a cup. “Nope, sorry, not till closer to Halloween.”
“Awh, that’s too bad,” she said, tapping her chin, considering the menu. “I guess I’ll get a nonfat half caff white chocolate mocha with no whip. Does the whip really add 70 calories?”
“…and I know that you’re working really hard, sweetie. Krista has told me how much you’ve been studying, but you can’t just coast either,” Dad continued, on a roll, having given us the same version of this speech since we were kids. “You’re in some of the most important years of your life. Junior year is the big one, you know. It’s easy to get distracted. I just want to make sure you’re staying focused on the path in front of you…”
“I honestly don’t know,” Dean said to Lindy. “I can give you a cup of whipped cream on the side.”
“Are you being serious?” Lindy asked, confused, not noticing the faint teasing smirk on his face.
“No, I’m kidding,” he said, halfway smiling at her. I noticed he had a dimple on his left cheek when he did that. “I guess I could if you wanted me to. But I think people only do that for dogs.”
“I am focused, Dad,” I said, trying to sound light and airy. It was as if he knew I was lying about my presentation. “I need to go. I’m about to order coffee.”
Dean glanced at me and then did a slight double-take when he realized it was me. He briefly looked me up and down, taking in the pantsuit, the blazer, the glasses. I didn’t know him well enough to know if he liked what he saw or not.
“Okay, sweetie, we’ll discuss this more later,” Dad said as I quickly hung up. Lindy was distracted by pulling out her wallet, not noticing how Dean had looked at me.
“Oh, and I’ll get whatever she wants,” she said, gesturing to me. “She’s had a rough day.”
“I have not,” I said with an eye roll, stepping up to the counter.
“You should get something fun,” Lindy said before I could order, not caring that the line was getting even longer behind us. “Something other than your typical.”
Dean held his tatted hand over the cups, waiting.
“Uh, just black coffee is fine. I can’t really think of anything else on the spot,” I said to Lindy as she rolled her eyes. “I didn’t plan on switching things up.”
“What about a latte?” she suggested, not letting this go.
“I don’t like lattes,” I said, looking back at Dean. “Just a black coffee, please.”
“What size?” he asked, distracted, glancing at the growing line.
“Small—”
“Large,” Lindy interrupted.
“No, small. Lindy, stop,” I said as he sat the large cup down, picking up a small instead.
“Actually, can you add whip to mine? I mean, what’s 70 cals, right, Skylar? Midterms are over now. I deserve it,” she said, tossing her hair over her shoulder, really not caring that she was taking up so much of everyone’s time. People were shifting behind us, and someone even sighed. This transaction had taken four times longer than normal, and I was starting to feel stressed.
Dean grabbed her cup from the side to add a symbol to it. “Is that all?” he asked over his shoulder as he poured my coffee.
“So you guys don’t even have, like, pumpkin muffins?” she said, pulling her card away as he reached for it.
“Nope, no pumpkin,” he said on autopilot, probably used to repeating this a hundred times a day to girls like us. I tried to imagine how he saw us: two blondes in blazers and heels, fretting over their coffee orders.
“Lindy,” I whispered, flustered. “This is taking forever.”
She rolled her eyes at me and handed him her card. I said thanks quickly as he slid my coffee across the counter, already moving to take the person’s order behind us.
After we’d moved to wait on her drink, I nudged Lindy who had become distracted on her phone.
“What do you think about that guy?” I asked, nodding to Dean.
She looked over at him, her expression changing as she looked at him for real for the first time today. “Oh,” she said, nodding. “Yeah, wow, he’s hot. Why?”
I shrugged. “No reason. Just curious.”
“Can you imagine him giving an econ presentation though? In a suit? Or even in a classroom?” she said with a small laugh, moving on before I could respond. “How are things with Brad?”
I blinked at her, having forgotten that I’d lied about the night I’d first had sex with Dean in his car. “Oh, right, yeah, things are great.”
“Have you seen him since your first date?”
I glanced at Dean. He was smiling at a customer, probably making another stupid coffee joke as he took their order. I was annoyed I’d noticed he had a dimple and that somehow made him more attractive.
“Uh, yeah, a couple more times.”
“Really?” Lindy said, shocked. “You haven’t seen a guy a couple times in forever. Are you two going to hang out over fall break?”
“Probably not. What are you doing for fall break?”
“Brandon and I going to his parents’ lake house. You?”
She and Brandon had been together since high school. He was so part of the equation that I almost forgot he existed, likening him to something so normal, functional, so part of her every day, like a dog or a house plant. Nothing really interesting enough to have its own stories anymore, no new updates. He and Kyle were great friends.
I looked over her shoulder. There was a lull in the line, so Dean had moved to smoothly making drinks, calling out names and orders in a bored tone, and talking over his shoulder to the other baristas as he pulled levers and held pitchers, all of them laughing every so often, a little unit, an army for caffeine consumption.
“I think I’m just going to hang out at home,” I replied to Lindy. “I was double-checking the syllabus for my accounting class, and I’d love to get ahead of my homework, you know, so I can really focus on bringing up my econ grade.”
I thought of my dad. He was already probably texting my mom, giving her the update on what I’d said. I made a mental note to scold Krista for telling him I’d been nervous about the presentation.
“You don’t even know what grade you got yet,” Lindy said.
I didn’t tell her that it didn’t matter because when Krista had the same class, she had made a 97, and that’s what mattered.
I thought of that fact later that night as I sat in front of the television with my accounting textbook, playing reruns of shows I’d already seen. By the time I’d arrived to our apartment, Krista was already gone, leaving behind a casserole and note that said she’d see me Wednesday morning. She’d also placed several bridal magazines next to the dish, asking me to flag my favorite floral arches, and a list of venues she wanted me to schedule tours with for next week.
Being in the apartment without her, knowing she wouldn’t return for several days, reminded me of when she had moved out when she started college, and I’d been a junior in high school.
She’d moved into a student apartment with some friends, leaving me to wait for two years until I was a college freshman and could join her in an apartment Dad would pay for. Back then, that first year, I counted down the days I was alone, feeling like the spotlight that had always been on her at home suddenly shifted to me for the first time in my life. Because even though Krista called every day and came by every weekend, her bright presence left a hole in our home.
Mom had been lonely without two daughters by her side, so it’d made sense that I’d spend more time with her. I joined her on even more volunteer excursions, sitting out cookies and tea for Junior League meetings, hosting PTA bake sales, organizing gift baskets and donated art for silent auction after silent auction for the string of charities she was involved in, and playing bingo at Sun Meadows, the local assisted living home. When I wasn’t volunteering, I was doing more pageants, letting Mom poke and prod me until I looked just perfect, ready for everyone’s eyes on me.
Dad had been worse without Krista. He paid even closer to attention to my schoolwork, asking me what I’d learned that day, what clubs had met that day, what did I think I would major in, knowing it would be accounting, just like Krista, just like him.
The second year she was gone, I stopped counting the days when she met Kyle and started coming by even more. She was unable to stop gushing about him to my mom, but mostly to me, her friends probably tired of hearing about him, how in love she was, how perfect he — and they — were. Then Kyle started coming to family dinners, and it was easy to fall back into the shadows, my parents newly obsessed with Krista plus Kyle, a whole new persona to become infatuated with.
That same year, I met Michael, a cute guy who sat next to me in AP Calculus. And, just like that, I had someone to bring to dinners, someone to gush about, someone that made me similar to Krista again, something to bring us closer when she was away. He’d been perfect in every single way, until he wasn’t.
I flicked off the television in our apartment, blinking at my lone reflection in the dark screen, not wanting to waste any more time going down memory lane.
★☽★★☽
I’d done everything on my to-do list by Sunday. I’d finished next week’s accounting homework, did all my laundry, cleaned the apartment, practiced a new double chocolate chip cookie recipe, went to kickboxing class, and even bookmarked all the Christmas presents I’d get my family.
By Monday night, I was bored. The day in my planner — where some guy’s name would usually be penciled in — was blank. I hadn’t had a night where I did nothing in months, maybe even years.
I sat in my bed, staring out the window, my breath fogging up the glass. I rubbed it away, squinting to see the stars, before clicking open one of my dating apps.
As the page loaded, I switched to my text messages.
I hesitated for just two seconds and then started typing, Hi, this is Skylar — I paused to look at the moon, and then deleted a few letters, restarting — Hey, this is Skye. Any chance you’re at the coffee shop?
Two minutes and 14 seconds passed by and then: Nope, closed early for fall break. Want to meet up somewhere else?
I hopped off my bed, trying to decide what to say next. I couldn’t picture Dean in my apartment, the one I shared with my perfect sister, feeling that his tattooed and pierced presence would be immediately detected once she returned. I glanced at the clock, realizing I’d been standing in the middle of my room for three minutes, considering what I wanted versus how to get it. 
Dean’s place was 14 minutes away from campus, which meant he lived exactly 24 minutes from my apartment. The perfect amount of time to make me wonder, as I followed my phone map’s directions, if this was even worth it. I sighed, pulling on the side of the road when I was 7 minutes away, and called him.
“Hey, what’s up?” he said so casually that I instantly felt annoyed.
“I think I’m not going to come,” I said, looking around. The houses were becoming more and more spaced out, perfect pools replaced with acres of grass, street lamps not as needed since the moon seemed brighter out here. 
“Eh, I feel pretty confident that won’t be a problem.”
I paused, replaying what I’d said and his response, and laughed.
“No, I mean I’m going to turn around and go back home.”
“Oh,” he said. “Okay, that’s cool. No worries.”
I tried to picture where he was, what he was doing, but I had no idea.
“You don’t even care?”
“I’m not going to try to convince you or beg. Either you want to do this or you don’t, Skye. It’s your choice.”
I glanced at my watch. It was like a math problem for adults — If I turned around now, I would have spent a total of 34 minutes in my car for no reason. If I drove the last 7 minutes, I could at least get something out of this instead of wasting my time. I shifted my car back into drive.
“Okay, whatever, I’m coming,” I said, hanging up before I could overthink it again.
My map led me to a nice farmhouse-style home with a large lawn and an open backyard, trees dotting the property in the distance. I pulled into the gravel driveway, shocked he lived somewhere like this. Once I got out of my car, I sighed, fearing he was a barista and lived with his parents. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take before his cons outweighed how good of a kisser he was.
I put my hand on my car door and pulled out my phone, wondering if I should just stop, if I was making irrational decisions, when Dean walked up, greeting me. I was so used to his greeting, having heard it in the background for months at the coffee shop, that in this moment, it actually sounded comforting.
I looked up from my phone, doing a double-take, trying not to check him out too hard. He was already sort of cocky without me openly drooling over him. I hadn’t realized that he must have been following some sort of dress code at the coffee shop because he looked so different now.
He was wearing distressed khakis, cuffed twice at the bottom, brown laced-up boots, a deep v-neck white t-shirt, revealing the tattoos on his defined chest, a handful of long beaded necklaces and charms, and a faded black blazer rolled at the sleeves. Nothing about his outfit made sense, it certainly wasn’t something found on a mannequin at the mall, but, somehow, it worked.
He kissed me, and I pulled him closer, wondering if we should just do it in my car. But I had driven all this way, so I should at least get to lay down properly, I rationalized. As if he read my mind, he stepped back, and I followed him, already thinking of an excuse if I met his parents — I was his tutor, we were lab partners, something innocent — but we walked past the farmhouse and up to a carriage house farther back that I hadn’t noticed.
“Wait, you don’t live with your parents?” I asked as we walked up wrought-iron steps to the second floor, past the first floor that must have been a garage or storage.
He glanced back at me, giving me a weird look. “What? Oh, that house? No, I just rent this place from the homeowners.”
He opened the door, and we stepped inside. I’d never seen a place like this, feeling so far away from my simple apartment. It was like a loft, with no interior walls, just exposed brick and barn wood outer walls. As I stood at the front door, I could see his entire place — the galley kitchen and a wooden island in front of us, a leather couch just past it, colorful woven blankets tossed half-haphazardly on it, a pallet coffee table, a television on top of a vintage trunk against the wall. His mattress was behind the makeshift living room, a reclaimed barrel functioning as a nightstand with an Edison lamp on top.
He kissed me before I could comment on his place. I realized he didn’t care what I thought about it, and it was freeing to realize I didn’t have to either. I didn’t care why he lived here when there were so many other options or why he didn’t have a bed frame or real furniture or really anything about the whole situation.
And then I was really grateful for the place having no walls because it was so easy for us to stumble to his mattress, focused on stripping off our clothes instead of avoiding walls and bumping into doorways. Effortlessly falling to the bed, hands everywhere, lips everywhere, louder than we’d ever been in the car, until we couldn’t take it anymore, seeing stars over and over again.
We fell away from each other, our limbs tangled, breathing hard. After a moment, he shifted, and I picked up my bra off the floor.
“Sorry, I’m going to go, I just need a minute,” I said with a laugh, throwing a blanket over myself.
He laughed, grabbing his boxers and lying back down. “I feel ya,” he said, closing his eyes.
I checked my watch, shocked to discover I’d lost track of time. I’d been here almost an hour.
“Oh, wow, I really should leave. Can you toss me my shirt?”
“You know,” he said, sitting up to pass it to me, “if you stick around a while longer, we could do this again.”
I stared at him. “Seriously?”
“Yeah,” he said, glancing at me over his shoulder. “I mean, I need some time, but yeah.”
“How much time?”
I looked at my watch, and he laughed.
“I don’t know, Skye. Just, like, time. You don’t have to stay. I’m just putting that out there.”
I considered this. I’d come over because I didn’t have anything else to do. And it would be nice to have my fill of the hottest hookup I’d ever had before I cut things off. Before Krista came back. Before fall break ended, and I’d need to focus on economics. Before I would go back to my normal schedule and routine.
“Do you care if I do some homework while we wait?”
He laughed again. “Sure, do whatever you want.”
I grabbed my backpack from my car, walking back in to see he’d moved to the couch, still shirtless, holding a pencil, doing something in a notebook, I couldn’t really tell what. He glanced at me, really not seeming to mind that I wanted to do homework instead of talk to him. I sat against on his bed, opening my accounting textbook.
“Oh, by the way,” he said after nearly 10 minutes of silence, not looking up from what he was doing, “I just thought about this. We get pumpkin spice stuff Friday. In case you want to tell your friends.”
I laughed, pausing on the problem I’d seen solving. “You know, I’ve never ordered a pumpkin spice anything.”
“I know. But you can be a pumpkin-spice girl without actually drinking it,” he said simply.
I rolled my eyes. “You mean I’m a basic bitch.”
He looked over at me and smiled. “I prefer coffee shop slut.”
I laughed, tossing a pillow at him. It dropped in the middle of the floor with a soft plop, not even brushing the back of the couch. “So tell me, do all baristas judge people by their orders so harshly?”
“Oh yeah, definitely,” he said, moving to sit on the back of the couch to face me. “We gotta know what we’re dealing with. Is this person going to make me prove I used nonfat? Is this guy going to try to get a discount by using a cup he got yesterday? Is this girl going to ask me a hundred different ways if we have pumpkin spice stuff when the line is out the door during midterm week? It’s a crazy world out there,” he said with grin.
I laughed and glanced down at my accounting textbook, feeling slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, sorry about my friend the other day. She was kind of annoying.”
He shrugged. “Oh, I don’t care. She’s just one version of the same person. They all blend together after a while. I wouldn’t have even noticed her if you hadn’t been there.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
He smiled, that dimple looking so hot, and lied down at the foot of the bed, looking at me upside down. “Yeah, that glasses and suit thing you had going on,” he said with a grin. “Pretty hot. What was that about?”
“What do you mean?” I asked, sitting my textbook aside.
“Why were you dressed like that? You looked like you were walking into a job interview.”
“I had a midterm. You know, how you have to dress up for presentations,” I said as he looked at me, not seeming to understand. I laughed. “What’s your major? You don’t have these kind of midterms?”
“I don’t have a major,” he said, moving to pick up the pillow I’d dropped on the floor.
I was unable to stop myself from the face I made. “You’re undeclared?”
He glanced over his shoulder at me. “No, I’m not a student.”
“Oh, okay,” I said, nodding, relieved.
He laughed and sat in front of me, pulling me toward him so my legs were wrapped around him.
“When did you graduate?”
He kissed my neck as he answered, “I didn’t. I dropped out like three years ago when I was twenty-two.”
I pulled back. “Whoa, what?”
“Yeah, school wasn’t for me,” he said, his mouth against my skin, not caring about my reaction or not noticing. He slipped his hand under my shirt, moving his fingers to my bra clasp. When I didn’t react, he pulled back. “Are you not into this anymore? We can stop.”
“Why did you drop out?”
He dropped his hand. “Okay, let’s stop.”
He gently moved me off of him and stood, grabbing his shirt from the floor.
“Wait, why?” I said, not expecting him to push me away. I should be the one pushing him — the college dropout — away.
“Cause, Skye, this isn’t one of your dates where you ask a bunch of questions and send the guy away when he gets them wrong,” he said. “This is sex. My student status shouldn’t factor into that. Clearly, it does for you. Do you want me to walk you to your car?”
I sat up on the bed, annoyed. “You said we could do this again. I waited around.”
“Yeah, and we were going to,” he said with a laugh.
I shouldn’t have been attracted to him. The way he pushed back his dark, messy hair, how his toned arm flexed just so when he did, his skin covered in patterned, colorful tattoos. The way his eyes were such a rich brown, and how they’d been full of desire a few minutes ago, but I’d been too caught up on what he’d been saying to notice.
That was the beauty of this, why it was so hot — I didn’t know him, I didn’t care, I didn’t need a bevy of information to hookup with him. He was right, this wasn’t like my dates, it didn’t matter, no pro and con list at the end, just mind-numbingly good sex.
I groaned, annoyed he was right, but mature enough to admit it.
“Look, you’re right, I don’t care why you dropped out. I don’t want to get to know you. Can we just…” I quickly grabbed my notebook and pencil. “Let’s lay some ground rules, okay? So this sort of miscommunication doesn’t happen again.”
He looked at me skeptically. “What?”
“Rule number one,” I said, reading what I was writing down out loud, “No personal questions. This includes current student status and historical data—”
He laughed and sat down on the bed. “You’re being serious.”
“All the best deals have solid contracts,” I said, rolling my eyes. “This will make things easier.”
He considered this, looking me up and down, and shook his head, giving in. “You know, if you weren’t so good in bed, I would not be down for something like this.”
“You think I’d be here if you weren’t so good either?” I replied, putting my pencil back on the page. “So no questions like student status and … no questions about family,” I said, thinking of Krista and my parents. They’d be freaking out if they knew I was in this guy’s bed 24 minutes away from the bed frame they’d bought me.
He nodded. “Yeah, perfect. Past and present. That historical data thing you said.”
“And how about no questions about my dates?”
He laughed. “Okay, that’s a totally different rule. We can both do whatever with whoever, no permission or discussions needed, no jealousy.”
“Yes, perfect. Just, you know, be safe, use protection, etcetera. And if this whole thing,” I said, gesturing between us, not interested in finding a label, “lasts longer than three months, we’ll get tested.”
“Yeah, totally,” he said even though we both knew it wouldn’t last that long. “It’ll be our first date,” he said with a joking laugh. “Oh, write that down. Rule three, no dates. With each other,” he clarified. “I don’t even know what we’d do even if we wanted to. We have nothing in common.”
I was so grateful he understood.
“In that same line of thinking, let’s be sure we don’t do anything, like, romantic,” I added, writing that down as Rule 4. “No intimacy. Hand holding—”
“—cuddling,” he added, gesturing to the bed.
“Exactly,” I said with a laugh. “Bed is reserved for sex.”
“So no staying over, no sleepovers. Rule five.”
“And phones are reserved for sex,” I added, scribbling this down as Rule 6. “No texting unless it is to coordinate hookups. Clearly, no phone calls—”
“Unless it’s phone sex,” he said with a laugh. We both made a face at the idea, but I added it in just to be on the safe side.
“Let’s leave our friends out of this, too. I don’t really want their input or opinions,” I said, writing that down as Rule 7, reminded of how Lindy thought I was still with some perfect guy named Brad.
He laughed. “Yeah, agreed.”
“Okay, and then rule eight … this stays a secret. Otherwise, it just gets complicated, trying to explain a guy like you.”
“Deal.”
“Deal.”
We looked at each other and smiled. And then we reached for each other at the same time, falling back down on the bed, already working the other’s clothes off, not wanting to waste one more minute, tossing the notebook to the side.




The Contract
Rule 1:
 No personal questions. This includes student status,   historical data, family information, and past and  present information.
Rule 2:
We can both do whatever with whoever, no  permission or discussions needed. No jealousy.
Rule 3:
No dates with each other.
Rule 4:
No intimacy. No hand holding, cuddling, arms  around each other, etc.


Rule 5:
No staying over.
Rule 6:  No texting or phone calls unless it’s hookup related.
Rule 7:  Leave our friends out of this.
Rule 8: This stays a secret. 




CHAPTER FOUR
Midterms had seemed easy compared to this. I was on our living room floor, surrounded by multi-colored markers, color-coded sticky notes, and several big poster boards as Krista paced in front of the television, dictating.
“Okay, so green are things we have some time on but can’t forget. Like, we should make decisions on them, but we don’t have to pull the trigger for a few months. Like, flowers. Write down ‘flowers.’”
“Got it,” I said, nodding.
“Use a black marker,” she said as I picked up a blue one. “Then we’ll put them on the poster board,” she said, picking up one and taping it to the wall. She taped the other three side by side until the wall behind our couch was covered by a long line of poster paneling.
“The first poster is for to-dos, the second is for things in progress, third is done, and the fourth one is totally and completely finalized,” she said, turning from where she stood on the couch. “Got it?”
“Why don’t you hire a wedding planner?”
She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Because this is my wedding, and I want to plan it. We’ve been dreaming of this since I was seven years old. Plus, it’s fun,” she said, hopping off the couch to resume pacing. “Write down ‘dress shopping’ on an orange sticky note. That means we can’t wait much longer. Put ‘venue’ on a red sticky.”
I handed her the sticky note, and she slapped it on the first poster, facing me with a bright smile. “I am so stressed out. Isn’t this fun?”
“Yeah, this is great. What does red mean?”
“Panic mode,” she said with a laugh, sitting down next to me and putting her arm around me. “Thanks for booking all those appointments while I was gone. What else did you do on fall break?”
I thought of Dean.
“Nothing really,” I said, writing “bridal shower” on an orange sticky note before she had a chance to dictate it. “Homework, cleaned, you know, the usual.”
“My trip was so great,” she said, smiling up at the ceiling. “Kyle is so perfect, you know. He wants the same things as me. I feel like we’re already becoming the same person.”
I glanced at her, thinking about how we used to say that about each other. Then I wrote “choose colors” on a red sticky note. She grabbed it with a groan and stuck it on the poster board. We went through a long list, only allowing interruptions for her to tell me about her trip.
“Oh, I think I saw Michael at a restaurant when I was there,” she said as I wrote “photographer.” Her words made me accidentally jerk my marker, smearing my letters. “Explain to me why you two broke up again? He seemed so perfect.”
“That was more than half a year ago, Krista. It doesn’t matter,” I said, crumpling up the sticky note, focused on rewriting a fresh one.
“Yeah, but he would look so good in our photos,” she teased.
I looked at her, not sure what she meant.
“Oh, did Mom not tell you family photos are booked? We’re doing them at the lake house on Thanksgiving. The leaves will look ahhmazing then. We have to wear white. Oh, write that down,” she said, pointing to an orange sticky note, “‘engagement photos’ and ‘engagement party.’ I need to find a white dress for that, too.”
After 47 more minutes of this activity, Krista finally stopped dictating, taking a deep breath as we stood. The first poster board was absolutely covered in a waterfall of colors. She had added yellow for things she didn’t want to forget but already knew what she wanted and purple for things she’d request an expanded budget on from Dad. Black marker meant we would figure the items out together, brown for just her, navy for just me, green for Kyle and Krista. So far, he only had “cake” and “deejay.” I took a picture of the wall, knowing it would be vital to reference multiple times.
Krista put her arm around me. “This is going to be so much fun. I feel like I’ve been all over the place lately, so this will give us a great opportunity to spend time together.”
I nodded, smiling at her, and squeezed her shoulder in return. I was happy to help her. I wanted to spend time with her. Even if this was how we spent that time.
Even if it meant that most of the conversation was dominated by a wedding I hadn’t had on my radar. A life experience I hadn’t been prepared for just yet.
Even if it meant I spent that time on it without her, constantly thinking about what I needed to do while she was at work or with Kyle, slotting in wedding to-dos in my already packed schedule, updating my mom about it, answering questions about it from interested parties. Even if it had nothing to do with me.
“So, Skylar, how is Krista enjoying her engagement?”
I looked up from the pumpkin guts in my hand and smiled.
“It’s great, she loves it,” I said to yet another Junior League lady, Betty. “She’s never been happier.”
I looked across the room where my sister was talking to a group of women, looking radiant just holding a glass of cherry punch, her ring sparkling, at this stupid pumpkin carving social.
Mom had put Krista in charge of arranging the pumpkins and decorations before everyone arrived. Once everyone was settled, Mom said Krista could keep things tidy as she worked the room. She left me in charge of helping these women maneuver the carving tools and tracing the faces that came in the carving kits.
I dumped a handful of guts in a bowl as Betty asked me more and more questions — had Krista booked a venue, what were her colors, what kind of dress was she going to wear — and I kept thinking of the poster boards on our wall, how they seemed to be screaming at me every morning and night when I passed by them. Betty became Martha and Martha became Yasmine and Yasmine turned into Margie, I found myself answering these questions on autopilot, wishing I could be anywhere but here. Because every question was a reminder of something I still needed to do, my stress levels rising.
“How’s it going, sweetie?” Mom asked, looking at the pumpkin I’d been working on.
I’d moved to a table by myself, having helped all the women and answered all their questions. Now I was trying to focus on my own pumpkin, my ticket to getting out of here.
“Did you use one of the kits?” she asked, reaching out to lightly touch the pumpkin I’d butchered.
“Um, well, I tried.”
I had been so stressed when I started that its eyes were uneven, two different shapes because I’d messed up the first triangle. In my haste to fix it, it had turned into a circle. But then I’d messed up the circle for its other eye, and somehow, it became a square. Its mouth was a gaping hole, closer to screaming for mercy than the wicked smile I’d been going for.
“How is school going?” Mom asked, too polite to discuss my pumpkin anymore.
Midterms had ended over a week ago, and I’d received my econ grade today. I wondered if Dad had marked it in his calendar to ask her to follow up with me. If I hadn’t worn my borrowed pantsuit, I would have made a B.
“Great,” I said, giving up and just scribbling a nose on my pumpkin with a marker. “Did Krista tell you that she thinks she’s close to booking a venue?”
Mom’s face lit up, and she sat down, wanting to hear all about it. I told her all I knew, keeping a close eye on the clock over her shoulder. By the time she walked away, headed toward Krista to see photos of the potential venue, it was 9:37. I pulled out my phone, making sure no one was paying attention to me, and looked at the message that had popped up on my screen.
Wanna meet up? 
I bit my lip and moved my phone so it was safely shielded by my pumpkin. If anyone glanced over, it would just look like I really liked my handiwork. I need 15 minutes.
Perfect. I can duck out of here early (no hot girls sticking around until closing time tonight).
I grinned, rolling my eyes, typing back: Parking lot?
Sure. See you then.
Krista and Mom were in deep conversation when I interrupted, saying I was going to head out.
“It doesn’t end until 10:30,” Krista said, glancing at my pumpkin and raising her eyebrows.
“Yeah, but I got here before you, remember? To unload the pumpkins and set up tables. So I’m going to grab some food and head to the library to finish up some homework.”
“It’s not a competition on who volunteered more,” Mom said, distracted by one of her friends who was manhandling a carving tool, as we both rolled our eyes. “Thank you for coming, Skylar. It’s great to hear that you’re so focused on school. Both of my wonderful girls are so dedicated. We’ll see you on Sunday for dinner.”
I waved bye, rushing out before Krista could ask more questions.
Dean opened the door, scooping up the pumpkin from the passenger seat as he sat. He laughed. “What in the world is this?”
“It’s a pumpkin,” I said dryly.
“This might be the worst carving job I’ve ever seen,” he said, tilting it to the light, tapping its scribbly nose, and laughing again. “Did you do this?”
I scowled. “I had to, okay? It was a whole thing. Rule 1, remember? You can’t ask me these things.”
Though we hadn’t been back to his place since fall break, we had referenced the contract in the several times we’d seen each other, the rules memorized by now. I still hadn’t figured out how exactly to slot him in my busy schedule since I was going to end this soon anyway, not really wanting to make this another problem I had to solve on top of all my other obligations. He didn’t seem to care, probably preferring the convenience of just meeting me outside after work anyway.
He laughed and faced me, smiling. “Okay, but can I add an amendment to the rule that I get to know about art projects in advance so I can help you? I mean, Skye, this isn’t even what a nose looks like. No body part should look like this.”
“What do you know about art?” I said with an eye roll, grabbing the pumpkin from him.
“Rule 1, right? Guess I can’t tell you,” he said, sliding his hand over my cheek and leaning in to kiss me. His skin smelled like coffee, his kiss long and slow. I immediately felt my stress melt away, knowing he wasn’t going to ask me questions about the wedding because he didn’t know anything about it. It was so refreshing.
I kissed him harder, dumping the pumpkin in my backseat so I could climb on top of him. As things heated up, he asked if I had protection.
I paused from undoing his shirt buttons. Krista had wanted to borrow my purse, saying it matched her outfit better, and in my haste to hide the condoms I kept in there, I’d dumped everything in my closet, shoving a blanket over the pile as she walked in my bedroom.
“Shit. No,” I groaned.
“It’s fine,” he said, sliding his hand up and down my back, somehow a soothing motion. “Let’s just move to my car.” He glanced over his shoulder at the pumpkin. “Honestly, it’ll be better anyway because then that thing won’t be watching us with its demented face. I’m going to have nightmares.”
I laughed, shoving him as he laughed. “I didn’t want to make that pumpkin, okay? I had to.”
“No one has to carve a pumpkin,” he said with an eye roll.
“Well, I did,” I said, moving off of his lap, grabbing my shirt. “You don’t understand. I live in a world where people do have to carve pumpkins.”
“That doesn’t make any sense to me,” he said, opening the door.
He paused and looked at me for a moment, realizing I was serious. Then he scooped up the pumpkin from the backseat and stepped out of my car.
“What are you doing?” I asked, following him.
“You were really forced to make this?” he asked, holding it up in the palm of his hand as he walked backward to the rear of his car.
“Yes. I mean, no one told me to make it this ugly, but, yeah, I had to go to a volunteer slash pumpkin carving slash networking event.” I rolled my eyes at how lame that sounded. “I didn’t want to.”
“You should smash it.”
I stared at him, not understanding. “What?”
“Yeah, it’ll make you feel better,” he said, placing it on the trunk of his car. He put his hands on my hips and lifted me up so I was sitting next to it. I kind of laughed, not quite sure what was happening. “Come on, Skye. You spent your Friday night carving a stupid pumpkin at a … what was it, a networking thing? That’s horrifying. Just smash it.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “I’m not going to do that.”
“Why not?”
“It’s totally ridiculous. Even if I wanted to, I don’t know how.”
“Just stand up and toss it on the ground. See what happens,” he said, stepping back to gesture to the empty parking lot in front of us.
I stared at him in his halfway unbuttoned shirt, not a care in the world as he smiled, his brown eyes sparkling under the streetlight.
“To clarify, you want me to stand on the trunk of your car?”
“Yeah, you’re really light, it doesn’t matter. Don’t overthink it.”
I laughed again. I hadn’t realized how much I’d hated tonight until this moment. How stupid it was that I had to carve a pumpkin for some club I wasn’t even a part of, networking with a bunch of women I didn’t know and never would, answering question after question about my sister. And all I ended up with was a pumpkin Mom and Krista were too polite to call ugly. No one had even asked if I’d wanted to carve it in the first place.
“Okay,” I said slowly, gingerly standing on his car. I’d never stood on a car before — of course, because there was never a reason to do something so irrational — and I felt higher up than I knew I really was. “I still think this is weird, but I’m willing to give it a try.”
He grinned, stepping back as I picked up the pumpkin. I looked at it, laughing at how awful it was, and held it over my head. He clapped, laughing, as I hurled it down. It exploded between us, breaking open with a loud clap, pieces of orange bits going everywhere.
“Oh my god,” I shouted, unable to control my volume, bursting into laughter. “I just smashed a pumpkin while standing on a car.”
“Hell yeah, Skye,” Dean cheered. “Didn’t that feel great?”
He hopped over the remnants, catching me as I jumped off his car. I wrapped my legs around him, kissing him hard, still laughing, somewhat shaking from the adrenaline rush of doing something so crazy, so unplanned, so illogical. He kissed me back until we were halfway lying where I’d just been standing on the trunk.
After a moment, I pulled away, and he smiled. “What?”
“Thanks,” I said, glancing at the orange mess behind us. “And sorry for breaking Rule 1. Maybe we can add a pumpkin-related sub-amendment.”
He grinned and took my hand, pulling me toward the backseat of his car. “Yeah, and next time we come out here, maybe I can smash my thousandth pumpkin spice latte.”
I threw my head back and laughed, glancing at the pumpkin one last time as we fell inside his car.
“Yeah, next time.”
★☽★★☽
“Skylar, are you paying attention?”
I looked up from my phone and glanced at all the eyes staring at me. I quickly straightened up in my seat. “Yes, sorry, I can order posters for the winter concert.”
“We’ve moved past that agenda item,” Lindy said with a scowl. “You already agreed to that. We’re talking about upcoming service projects.”
“Oh, yeah,” I said, looking down at my notes as all the SGA Social Outreach committee members waited on me. “Yeah, so we’re volunteering at the soup kitchen in two weeks for Thanksgiving and hosting a winter gift drive for the assisted living home. We’ve determined what makes the perfect gift…” I flipped through my notes, trying to find where I’d written this down, as my phone buzzed again. I covered it with my notebook before she could look at it. “Lindy, do you want to go over the gift ideas we came up with?”
As she stood, launching into a long-winded discussion about the topic, I snuck a peek at my phone.
One message was from Krista, probably asking when I would be home because she’d been dealing with a “dress emergency” all day. The other was from Dean, responding to my question to hook up tonight. I hovered over the messages, not sure which to read first, when Lindy sighed loudly in my direction.
“Sorry,” I said, dropping my phone in my purse.
“If you can’t pay attention and give the SGA committee members the respect they deserve, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
I glared at her. “I put it away. Sorry.”
“Thank you,” she said tersely, moving forward with the next agenda item. I focused on taking notes and trying to feign interest for the rest of the meeting.
“Lindy, I’m sorry,” I said once the meeting was over. “That was totally unprofessional. Can I buy you a coffee to apologize?”
She flipped her hair over her shoulder and smiled. “Sure,” she said, already dragging me in the direction of the shop. “Who was texting you? Let me guess, it was Brad?”
I laughed. “No, just Krista. Wedding stuff.”
I paused, wondering if Dean had said yes to hooking up. It was Friday, so I knew there was a good chance he’d have other plans. Rule 2 said he could do whatever with whoever, no discussion needed. But in case he said yes, I turned to Lindy.
“Also, you’re right, it was Brad, too,” I said before I changed my mind. “So I was wondering if I told Krista you and I were hanging out tonight at your place, you’d cover for me?”
She stopped walking, excitedly jerking me back. “Are you serious? Of course. I cannot believe this guy has stuck around for so long. It’s been a month.”
“Don’t get too excited,” I said as we walked in the coffee shop. “…has it really been a month?”
I thought back to the first time I’d kissed Dean in early October, right after Krista’s engagement. It was mid-November now. I quickly did the math in my head. Lindy was wrong — it had been more than a month. Thirty-four days exactly.
After Lindy ordered a pumpkin spice latte, she turned to me as Dean wrote on her cup.
“So you must really like this guy. You couldn’t stop checking your phone the whole meeting. Let me see what you two talk about.”
I glanced at Dean, but his expression didn’t change. He punched her order in the register and looked at me. “What would you like?”
“Uh,” I said as Lindy nudged me, sticking out her hand for my phone. “Black coffee.”
“Give me your phone, and I’ll pull up the messages myself. Something clearly kept making you check your phone every two minutes during our committee meeting. As chairwoman, I feel like I get to see it, too.”
“No,” I snapped, pulling my purse closer to my body.
“What size?” Dean asked, his hand hovering over the cups.
“Small.”
“You said you’re seeing him tonight?” she asked, talking a mile a minute, leaning against the counter with her back to Dean, not even noticing him. “Didn’t you say he’s the best sex you’ve ever had?”
“Oh my god, Lindy,” I said, shushing her.
“Light or dark roast?” Dean said with a half smile, the dimple on his cheek so cute, an unmistakable laughter in his eyes.
“What? You’ve never asked me that before,” I said, flustered. “I guess light.”
“Good choice. It’s the best roast we’ve ever had,” he said easily, turning to pour my coffee.
I glared at an oblivious Lindy, my face on fire.
She laughed. “What? I’m happy for you. But you do need to focus for a minute and order those posters. Are you working the canned food drive or the gift drive?”
Dean slid my coffee across the counter as I handed him my card.
“I guess the gift drive,” I said, pulling out my planner to write it down. “I have family photos on Thanksgiving.”
“Oh, right, you’re going to your lake house,” she said and then grinned, raising her eyebrows. “Are you bringing Brad?”
“No, of course not,” I said with an eye roll. That reminded me I needed to buy an outfit for the photos. I made a mental note to write that down in my planner, too.
Dean handed me my card back as my phone buzzed.
“Thanks,” I said, distracted by balancing my wallet, planner, and cup in one hand as my phone buzzed again. Krista was officially in panic mode.
“Oh, can you lead the next committee meeting the week of Thanksgiving?” Lindy asked. “I’m going to Brandon’s family for the holiday, so I won’t have time because I’ll need to leave.”
“Right, okay, sure,” I said, making a mental note to write that down, too.
My phone buzzed again, and once I was in my car alone, I looked at my screen. It was flooded with messages from Krista, a few from Mom, a missed call from Dad, and a couple calendar reminders. Dean’s response had been pushed to the very bottom, and before I could open it, my phone rang.
“Did you see my messages?” Krista said as soon as I answered. “The dress I want, the one I’ve been admiring since before I got engaged, it was one-of-a-kind. So I called the store today and thought I could just try it on, you know, just to see, during my lunch break, maybe cross one thing off my list, and it was sold.”
She sounded frantic, and I knew she was pacing in front of the poster boards filled with sticky notes.
“Can’t you just get another one?”
“Are you even paying attention? It’s going to take me months to figure this out. It was one-of-a-kind. Do you know what that means? It means I can’t just get another.”
“I know, but can’t you get, like, a different dress? Isn’t it a little early to be dress shopping anyway?”
I tried to visualize my planner, wondering if I’d somehow missed this on my to-do list. We had slotted dress shopping for after Thanksgiving, so we still had two weeks.
She sighed, loud and long in my ear. “When are you coming home? We need to figure this out. But first, can you pick up dinner? I haven’t had time. I’m so busy with this wedding stuff. And can you get something for us to bring to family dinner this weekend? I told Mom we’d bring a side dish.”
I turned, making a detour to the store. “Okay, sure. I’ll be home in,” I glanced at my car clock, “forty-three minutes, okay?”
Forty-two minutes later, I walked in the apartment, balancing the coffee I hadn’t had time to drink, my backpack, open planner, three grocery bags, and several bridal magazines I’d scooped out of my car. Krista took the magazines and sat down on the couch, flipping through the pages I’d bookmarked between my last class and SGA.
“Okay, these are good options,” she said, sounding less frantic. She patted the spot next to her. “Come sit, let’s figure this out.”
I hesitated for a half-second and then sat next to her, pointing out the dresses I’d flagged. I told her how each one would look beautiful on her and that she should focus on that, I’d take care of dinner, don’t stress about the side dish either, I could make it before family dinner so she’d have time to try on different outfits with Kyle for their upcoming engagement photos.
By the time I arrived at Dean’s place, I was 13 minutes late.
“I am never late,” I said as he opened the door.
I paused.
Once again, his outfit made no sense to me. He was wearing striped track pants with loafers, an oversized white denim jacket, a relaxed button-up, the buttons undone where the first tattoo on his chest started, several corded necklaces, all his earrings silver hoops.
He wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed me before I could say anything else. “It’s cool,” he said casually, pulling me forward. “I didn’t even notice.”
“Oh. Well, just so you know, I know people say they’re never late, but I’m literally never late to anything,” I said, still feeling flustered as he picked me up so I was sitting on the back of the couch.
“Yeah, I’m usually late to everything,” he said, distracted, twisting his fingers in my hair as he kissed my neck.
His words reminded me that I hadn’t set my alarm for tomorrow, and I’d committed to an early spin class with Lindy even though I hated spin. Thinking of Lindy made me remember that I needed to tell her I was “at Brad’s” so I could crash at her place later tonight since Krista thought I was already at Lindy’s. I’d have to get up extra early to go home and grab my workout clothes because I’d forgotten to pack them in my haste to get to Dean’s, finally reading his message that he was free around 9:30 if that worked for me.
“Skye, can you do something for me?” he asked after a moment of us making out.
I took a breath. “Okay, is this something I need to write down?”
He gave me a weird look. “What? No. I don’t even know what that means,” he said with a laugh. “No, this is about you. I can feel you holding your breath. Your whole body is tense.”
I blinked at him.
He kissed my neck again, trailing his mouth down to my collarbone, pushing my shirt out of the way. He pushed up my skirt with the palms of his hands, and I closed my eyes.
“Wait, what was the thing you needed me to do?”
“Just get out of your head,” he said as he dropped to his knees in front of me. “Relax.”
After, we moved to his bed, and after we fell off of each other, after we put most of our clothes back on, after we caught our breath and my body stopped tingling, everything I still needed to do came barreling back in my mind. I took a deep breath and sat up, looking at Dean who was lying down, his head at the foot of the bed. I couldn’t believe I’d been caught up in this for 34 days.
“Dean, I think we should talk—” my phone ringing interrupted me. I scrambled to try to find it in the bedsheets or on the floor, instantly wondering what I’d missed, what had I forgotten.
“Oh, sorry,” he said, sitting up and picking up his phone. He silenced the ringer and sat it down, turning back to face me. “What were you saying?”
I looked at him and then his phone half-haphazardly placed on the nightstand. “Are you not going to get that?”
He glanced at it and shrugged. “No, it’s fine. It’s not an emergency.”
“You can answer it,” I said, just the thought of not answering a call stressing me out.
He laughed. “It’s fine, really. You’re talking to me, so I’m listening. What were you saying?”
He faced me again, looking right at me.
“Um, okay,” I said, realizing I wasn’t used to having someone’s undivided attention. “Well, as you probably know, we kissed for the first time thirty-four days ago.”
He raised his eyebrows, clearly not knowing this. “You’re counting?”
“No, I just have a good memory. I just remember the night it happened because something else had happened before that, like, a big life thing,” I said, thinking of Krista’s engagement.
He nodded, still listening.
“Okay, that isn’t the point,” I said, not sure why this was so hard to get out or why his gaze was making me nervous. “What I’m trying to say is, I’m super busy. I mean, just this week, Krista has engagement photos, Lindy has SGA stuff, my mom has a Junior League activity, and, yeah, I think this was a fun thing to do for 34 days, but I just can’t focus on this anymore.”
“Okay,” he said, considering this. “But what are you busy with?”
I sighed. “I just told you. You aren’t actually listening?”
“None of the things you said were about you though,” he said, confused. “You just listed a bunch of people and their schedules.”
I opened my mouth and then closed it.
“Yeah, well,” I started, not sure what to say. I reached for my skirt and stood, feeling like the attention he was giving me was too much.
“Skye, if you want to stop, we can go back to being strangers in a coffee shop,” he said, standing and grabbing his shirt from the floor. I took a deep breath, wishing he would put it on because he was distracting me. “You shouldn’t do something you don’t want to do. So just let me know what you want.”
When he said it, it sounded so easy.
I opened my mouth to say that we should definitely end this, 34 days was enough for fun, a break from reality, but that this was just another thing I had to balance, to figure out, to problem solve, and that I didn’t want this anymore.
But that would have been a lie.
“Well, I guess I want … to know if you wanted to do this again,” I said slowly, weighing the pros and cons, deciding. “You know, if I stuck around for a while longer.”
★☽★★☽
“Are you sure this isn’t breaking Rule 3?” I asked, pulling the blanket closer, slightly shivering, the frozen grass crunching under our boots.
“I didn’t ask you to come out here with me,” Dean said, not looking over his shoulder at me. “So, yeah, I don’t think this is breach of contract.”
“What was I supposed to do, just sit on your bed and wait for you to come back?”
He laughed, his breath coming out white against the cold. “That’s exactly what you were supposed to do.”
We’d been hooking up pretty regularly over the past two weeks, and as we got in the swing of things, I’d started coming over to his place more since he’d been working mornings and afternoons during the week instead of nights. We’d hook up, I’d wait around a while — able to focus on my homework or wedding stuff on his bed while he did whatever it was he did on the couch — and then we’d hook up again. I’d leave after, swing by a fast-food place, home by 10:30 p.m., ready to catch up with Krista. She was so immersed in wedding planning, the poster boards on our living room wall dictating all our conversations, that she hadn’t even thought twice to ask me about my dates or to look at my date notebook.
So I’d been surprised when, after our first round tonight, Dean put on all his clothes and a jacket, saying he was going outside to look at the moon.
“The moon? What?”
“It’s been raining for the past two weeks,” he said as if that was an explanation. I stared at him blankly. “So I haven’t been able to see it,” he added.
“Is it a full moon or something?” I asked, sitting down my accounting textbook.
“No, I just want to see the light from it,” he said, not feeling the need to explain more as he kneeled to tie his boots. “It’ll take like two seconds, I’ll be right back.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, grabbing my sweatshirt and a patterned blanket off the floor to wrap around my shoulders.
He laughed. “Rule 1, don’t ask questions.”
“There is no way this is a personal question,” I said, rolling my eyes and pulling on my boots. “You can’t just call Rule 1 when you don’t want to explain things using logic.”
He laughed again, headed toward the door, and I followed. He glanced over his shoulder. “Wait, are you really coming?”
I nodded, and he held the door open for me, rolling his eyes. We walked in silence down the steps and across the large backyard.
“There’s nothing special about this moon.”
“It’s not just about the moon,” he said, not breaking his step.
“What does that mean? Are you sure this isn’t breaking Rule 3?” I asked skeptically, pulling the blanket closer, wondering if this was his weird version of trying to turn sex into a date.
“I didn’t ask you to come out here with me,” Dean said, walking farther away from the carriage house and the farmhouse. “So, yeah, I don’t think this is breach of contract.”
“What was I supposed to do, just sit on your bed and wait on you to come back?”
He laughed. “That’s exactly what you were supposed to do.”
He stopped suddenly, turning to look at the two houses in the distance. We were probably half an acre from his carriage house, closer to the trees dotting the property, the farmhouse’s porch lights far away.
“Why did you stop?” I asked, standing next to him, trying to figure out what this was.
He put his hands in his pockets, looking up at the sky. “I’m trying to focus, Skye,” he said, sounding distracted.
“On what?” I pressed.
“Just look up,” he said. “And be quiet.”
I looked up at the moon. Then I glanced at Dean who actually seemed to be concentrating, taking in the sky, the moon, the stars, and the houses. I’d never seen him so still, so focused, like this before.
Then I thought about what he said — that it wasn’t just about the moon — so I tried to take in the whole scene like he was. The cloudless sky made the moon seem whiter, the light from it casting the houses in uninterrupted, dreamy wash. The stars seemed even brighter, glimmering against the dark sky. I’d never seen stars so bright, always surrounded by city or streetlights, never looking close enough.
It was beautiful.
He took a breath and then turned to me. “Okay, I told you that wouldn’t take long. Ready?”
“I really need an explanation here.”
He smiled. “I just couldn’t remember this view clearly in my head,” he said with a shrug, walking back toward the carriage house.
Before I could ask questions, he stopped and kissed me, pulling the blanket around both of us.
“It’s cold,” he said, his lips against my skin.
I laughed. “I know, I’m freezing,” I said, slipping my hands around his waist, under his jacket, trying to get warmer. “Can we add a time-sensitive amendment to Rule 4?”
He pulled me even closer against his body, burying his face in my neck, kissing my collarbone. His skin was cold, and his piercings were even colder.
“What’s Rule 4 again?” he asked, his voice muffled.
“No cuddling,” I said, closing my eyes to visualize our contract. “Or any romance stuff, like hand holding and arms around each other, you know, those kind of things. Intimacy.”
“Oh, right,” he said, slipping his hands in my back pockets.
“So can the time-sensitive amendment be that if it gets below 20 degrees we can touch each other, even though it might not lead to sex, just for the warmth?”
He laughed, wrapping our makeshift blanket cocoon around us tighter. “Yeah, we can add that in,” he said, his voice still low, pulling away from my collarbone to look at me with a smile.
Under the cold moon and bright stars, I kissed him, finally starting to feel warm again. After a moment, he took a step back, slowly walking us backward to the carriage house as we kissed, until we had to break away to walk up the stairs.
Once inside, he sat down on the couch, glancing at me with a smile, and I stood there, still wrapped in the blanket, about to walk back to my accounting textbook where it was waiting for me on his bed. But I didn’t feel like thinking about math.
“What are you doing?” I asked after a moment, still standing.
He looked up. I realized he hadn’t been holding a notebook this whole time, but a sketchpad.
“Nothing really,” he said with a shrug, closing it and sitting it on the coffee table. “Hand me the contract. I’ll add in the amendment.”
Over the past couple weeks, even though he respected the contract and cited it almost as much as I did, Dean also thought it was hilarious we actually wrote down the rules and amendments.
Now he was incredibly committed, making sure we kept everything documented, somehow finding this as a great way to tease me, his overly dramatic seriousness and persistence always making me groan.
I rolled my eyes and grabbed the paper from where we kept it on his nightstand. I’d asked him weeks ago if he cared if we kept it here, not confident Lindy or Krista wouldn’t somehow stumble upon it if I held onto it. I was so careful that they never found out about us, almost getting caught when Lindy walked up behind me as I’d been texting him about meeting up after one of my dates.
Since then, to play it safe, I’d changed Dean’s name in my phone to Brad. Dean also found this hilarious, changing my name in his phone to three fire emojis followed by a star even though I told him that was stupid.
I passed him the contract, sitting down on the opposite end of the couch. He pulled a woven blanket over his shoulders, wrapping it around his outfit. He was wearing torn jeans, an oversized navy shirt with a patterned pocket, a long dusty red knit cardigan, all his jewelry bright gold. One of his earrings was a stud of a star and the other was a moon. I shook my head, not understanding, as he wrote the amendment down.
“So I guess this will be the last time we hook up for a while,” I said once he’d finished. “Because of Thanksgiving. I’m going out of town,” I clarified.
“Yeah, some lake house, right?” When I looked at him, not recalling when I’d told him that, he shrugged. “Sorry, I can’t help what I overhear from your loud friend in the coffee shop.”
I laughed. “Yeah, so maybe we could cool it on the texting for a while? Since I’ll be trapped with my family.”
“You mean sexting,” he replied with a smirk.
I rolled my eyes, hating how direct he was and how nothing seemed to embarrass him. “Yes, whatever. Is that okay?”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll be busy, too, so it won’t be a problem.”
I glanced at the contract between us.
“I guess I can’t ask what you’ll be doing.”
He laughed, running his fingers through his hair. “I don’t think that’s personal. I think we can ask each other stuff you’d ask or answer at a dinner party, right? Add that in,” he said, nodding toward the contract. “I’m just going to see my dad. So kind of a mood killer even if I wanted to text you.”
I smiled. “So if I were at a dinner party and saw you, I’d probably ask if you’re from here.”
“Yeah, but you wouldn’t see me at a dinner party,” he said with a laugh. He reached out, grabbing my hand, pulling me toward him, kissing my neck. “What kind of dinner parties do you go to, Skye?” he said, whispering in my ear. “You think a guy like me is there?”
I laughed, biting my lip, and shook my head. “No, definitely not. Well, maybe the waitstaff.”
He burst out laughing, pushing me down on the couch, climbing on top of me. “You are such a princess,” he said, kissing me hard as I let him pull me under, closing my eyes, thinking of the moon, the stars.
★☽★★☽
Mom loves to tell the story of how she and Dad met. Both accounting majors, they met as juniors, sitting next to each other in their Cost Accounting class. Dad asked her out on a dinner date, some place nice, so Mom would know he was trying to impress her, but not too nice where he would seem too eager. They went on three more nice dinner dates before he kissed her. They dated exactly one month before they “started going steady,” Mom would say with a laugh. From there, everything fell into place. They bonded over Financial Accounting Standards and Internal Auditing courses, graduated at the top of their class, got engaged exactly two years later, and worked at the same firm until they decided to have kids.
Krista loved this story, using it as a blueprint for her own love story. She nudged Kyle after Mom finished the story as we sat around the fire on Thanksgiving.
“If only you’d been an accounting major, it would have been perfect,” she teased. He put his arm around her, kissing her cheek, as she added, “Although, I guess opposites attract, right? I mean, an accounting major and a finance major, that’s crazy.”
I laughed and walked out of the room.
As I stood in front of the pumpkin pie in the kitchen, I paused, just briefly, thinking of when I had smashed my own pumpkin. I smiled, shaking my head, and pushed the memory out my head.
“Tick tock,” Krista said as I sat back down. “Just one semester left of your junior year, lil sis. Are you going to carry the family tradition of love? Any prospects in one of your accounting classes?”
“I’m acing the class. Does that count?”
She rolled her eyes before standing to pluck a board game from the den closet.
Every year — after a perfect Thanksgiving dinner made from the same recipe book Mom been using for 24 years, and after Dad built a fire as we sat around to hear the story of how they met — we would play a board game.
Dad would always win, Krista would come in second, and I would usually space out halfway through. The only part that ever changed was which game Krista chose. And after the board game, our parents would go to bed, saying chardonnay made them too tired to stay up past 9 p.m. anymore.
“I can’t wait until we’re old enough to go to bed that early without feeling lame,” Krista said, leaning against Kyle’s shoulder.
He kissed the top of her head. “That’s our future, babe,” he said, squeezing her hand and smiling at the sparkling ring on her finger.
I held back a yawn, glancing out the floor-to-ceiling windows.
“Oh wow,” I said, walking to the window. “It’s a full moon.”
Krista glanced at me. “So?”
“Look how bright it is on the lake.”
It was a perfect reflection despite how the water moved, making the bright ball of white ripple ever so slightly.
“It’s so pretty,” I said, wanting to commit it to memory.
She stood, not moving closer, and yawned. “You know, we should just go to bed. We have to get up early tomorrow for photos. Skylar, you should, too. You don’t want to be late.”
“I won’t be late,” I said with an eye roll.
I wanted to tell her that the moon in the water was sparkling as bright as her ring, but I knew she would just get annoyed, not seeing the beauty in it. I stepped away from the window, pulling out my phone, and for a brief moment, thought about texting Dean to see if he could see the moon where he was. I shook my head at the thought, double-checking that I’d set my alarm for tomorrow instead.
The next morning, as soon as my alarm went off, I sat up and got out of bed. Even at the lake house, I had my morning routine down to a perfect beat, no second unaccounted for. I would make a mental to-do list as I showered, blow dry my hair as the coffee pot brewed, brush my teeth as I checked my email, pour a cup of coffee in a travel mug — never bothering to waste time by sitting down — before putting on my makeup and changing into an outfit pre-determined from the night before. The whole family was so synchronized that all of us were dressed and photo-ready at the exact same time.
After several group shots, it was time for couple photos. I stepped back to the fringes with Dad, grateful to give my fake smile a break, and watched as Krista and Kyle stood together, our hovering mom behind the photographer. Krista was smiling so brightly, her poses perfected after years of being in pageants.
“She looks so happy,” I said.
Dad smiled. “I’m so proud of her. She chose a good one.”
I looked at Kyle, wearing a white sweater vest and a golden boy smile. He fit in our family so easily from the moment he’d met my parents. He and Dad had instantly bonded over football and their mutual interest in commodity prices. His mom was also in Junior League, a fact Mom couldn’t get enough of still to this day.
“Are you seeing anyone?” Dad asked after a moment.
We rarely talked about my personal life, sticking to the safe topics of academics and organizations, so I was slightly caught off guard, wondering if Krista had told him about how many dates I went on.
“Not unless you count my economics textbook.”
He laughed. “You haven’t really been serious with anyone since Michael,” he started, not finishing the question he was forming.
I looked at Mom, wondering if she had put him up to this. To have the difficult conversation of why their daughter hadn’t found the perfect guy or, better yet, why she had broken up with the perfect guy six months ago.
Before I could respond, the photographer interrupted, suggesting we get some of just us daughters. I wanted to protest, but, like every single year before, I knew I couldn’t. I glanced back at Dad as I stepped forward, but he had moved on.
“Just like old times,” Krista said, linking her arm with mine. “Remember when we did that sister-sister pageant?”
I nodded, facing the camera, trying to remember the right pose that would look the best. “Yeah, that was so fun.”
What she didn’t know was that I’d had a panic attack in the bathroom right before we’d gone on stage, just like I always did, hurriedly trying to patch the makeup I’d smeared, almost tripping on my heels as the announcer called our names. I could still vividly remember Krista turning as she stepped toward the stage, the lights behind her, her dress sparkling, looking right at me, asking me where I’d been, what was I doing, didn’t I want to win this, let’s go.
“Skylar, could you smile a bit more?” the photographer said after several shutter clicks. “You look a bit stiff.”
“Sorry,” I said, immediately feeling everyone’s eyes on me. That familiar panic kicked in, caused by being on display, everyone judging me, waiting for me to fail, to fall just like I had when I was seven years old, splitting open my knee.
Krista squeezed my shoulder and smiled at me. She was beautiful, so perfect. I took a deep breath and adjusted my smile, tossing my hair over my shoulder, straightening up, trying to somehow, just even a little bit, be more like her.




CHAPTER FIVE
“New rule,” I said, sitting my accounting textbook to the side. I moved to sit on top of an upside-down Dean at the foot of the bed.
“Shit, was I doing it again?” he said with a groan. “I’m sorry. I really can’t help it.”
Ever since after Thanksgiving, the coffee shop had been playing holiday music on loop, driving Dean crazy, and by effect, me.
“Rule 9. Every time you do it, I get something in return,” I said, wrapping a blanket around my shoulders.
“What do you want?” he said with a grin, pulling down on the blanket so I was lying on top of him, both of us covered.
His place was always cold, and when I’d asked him about it, he’d nonchalantly said the carriage house didn’t have heat.
“If you do it twenty times in the next week, you have to buy a heater,” I said, rolling off of him and taking the blanket with me.
He laughed, sitting up to grab his own blanket. “You really think I hum ‘Jingle Bells’ more than twenty times in a week?”
“Yes, you absolutely do. You’ve done it fifteen times the past three times I’ve seen you. If I see you once more, I’ll get my heater.”
He rolled his eyes. “Okay, math genius, you said ‘next week,’ so the counter and the rule starts on Sunday, not this week. And, you know, I could just come to your place, and then you wouldn’t have to think about heat ever again.”
I shook my head, wondering if he was ever curious why we never hooked up at my apartment. But he seemed content with having no additional information.
As he moved to the couch, I looked at the easel that had appeared sometime while I’d been gone for Thanksgiving. I’d first noticed the big bulky wooden contraption when I’d returned from the lake house as Dean carried me to his bed, kissing me, already undoing my bra.
“Wait, wait,” I’d said, pulling back. “What is that?”
He’d glanced over his shoulder as we fell to the bed. “Oh, yeah, it’s an easel,” he’d said casually as he pulled me on top of him, my back to it.
“What do you mean?” I’d asked, taking off my shirt as he reached for the condoms.
“Uh, specifically, it’s an H-frame easel,” he’d said, distracted. “Skye, let’s focus on this,” he’d said, lifting up to kiss me hard.
The second time I’d come over, after a boring date with some guy named Tyler, the easel was still there, but a canvas was on it, too. I hadn’t asked questions, too distracted by how much Dean liked the dress I’d shown up in, how he’d answered the door shirtless, how we were all over each other instantly, not even able to make it the six additional steps to the bed, just falling on the couch.
The third time, neither one of us had time to do a second round — I didn’t want to be late to an SGA meeting, and he was running late for the coffee shop — so I’d only glanced at it as we both walked out the door to our cars, but I hadn’t been able to tell if anything about the setup had changed.
Now, as Dean absentmindedly hummed ‘Jingle Bells’ from the couch, reading something on his phone, I walked over to the easel, finally facing the canvas, so curious what was going to be on it.
“This is blank.”
Dean glanced over at me. “Yeah, I know.”
“Is this whole setup just decorative?”
He laughed. “Ouch, that hurt my pride. No, it’s not decorative. I just haven’t started yet.”
“Started what?”
He looked at me with that same teasing expression he always used when one of us would be close to breaking one of the rules.
I rolled my eyes. “Okay, I would like to retroactively cash in on all the times you’ve hummed ‘Jingle Bells’ in exchange for an answer to this specific question.”
He laughed again. “So now our contract has fake monetary terms attached to it, too? This is getting so complicated. Eventually, we’re going to have to get a lawyer involved. Maybe even a notary,” he said, coming over to me with that adorable half-smile that made me roll my eyes again.
“I’m still waiting on an answer, you know,” I said as he looked at the blank canvas for a moment.
He shrugged, moving back to the bed. “It’s just a painting. Well, not yet, at least. But it will be. Eventually.”
I glanced at the canvas, wondering if I was really about to hook up again with a barista who clearly had a painting hobby he wasn’t going to actually start. I didn’t really want to hear more, preferring to keep him in my mind as a really hot, carefree guy, knowing if I found out more of his flaws, this would become less appealing.
He reached out his hand. “Come back, forget that.”
I smiled, walking to him, happy to push it out of my mind.
★☽★★☽
“If you could have dinner with anyone, dead or alive, who would it be?”
Collin considered this as I glanced at my watch. His 45 minutes was almost up, and I wondered if he could impress me with his answer. The conversation had been dragging, so I decided to go with one of my fallback questions.
“I think it’d be pretty cool to meet a zombie.”
I laughed before I realized he wasn’t kidding. “Oh, yeah,” I said, shifting in my seat, sitting up straighter. “Are you interested in, like, the science of the undead or…?”
“Nah, I just think zombies are cool.”
“Yeah, like, the idea of zombies,” I said with a slight laugh.
“You don’t think zombies are real?” Collin said, confused.
He was cute, blonde, clean cut, and was even wearing a sweater with little trees printed on it. So why did he have to be so stupid.
“Um, no, I don’t think zombies are real,” I said as ‘Jingle Bells’ began playing overhead.
I glanced over at the counter where Dean was focused on what he was doing at the espresso machine. Our eyes met for a split second, and then, as quickly as it had happened, he looked back down at the cup he was holding, his expression not changing.
“Did you want another coffee?” Collin asked.
I shifted in my seat again, focusing my attention back on my date.
“No, thanks. I actually think I’m getting pretty tired. I have an 8 a.m. class tomorrow so…”
He finally got the hint, and after I sent him off, giving him a hug and an empty promise that I’d text him, I sat back at my table, writing down all his cons. I still had plenty of time before Krista would expect me to be home with fries, so I pulled out my laptop and a piece of paper and started playing the same instructional video I’d been watching for a week now.
Krista had convinced me that it would mean more if we addressed her save the date envelopes by hand, showing me the script font she wanted and the instructional video for us to learn how to do it. I’d pushed back, asking why she couldn’t just pay someone, that it was going to take forever to address 250 envelopes.
“Well, if we split it, it’s only 125, and if you do 12 a day, you’ll be done in less than two weeks,” she’d said as if I couldn’t have done the math myself. She had already started practicing, her script font so much better than anything I could produce. I’d rolled my eyes, knowing if I said no then that would mean she’d win, even though by saying yes, I also felt like I’d lost.
“I can toss your cup if you’re done,” Dean said, walking over.
The shop was empty now, and I realized I’d been sitting here for an hour butchering every letter on the paper in front of me.
As I handed him my cup, he paused, glancing at my paper, before turning to throw away my cup. He walked to the counter, and as I hit play on the video, he walked back to my table, sitting in front of me.
“What are you doing?” he asked, nodding to the paper.
I hesitated, having never experienced him sitting across from me at my table. “What are you doing?” I asked slowly, glancing around the shop again.
“No one is here,” he said casually, turning my laptop toward him. He hit play on the video and then looked at me, confused. “This doesn’t look like accounting.”
“Yeah, believe me, I’m aware,” I said with a laugh. “I can actually do accounting.”
He reached out his hand, and I shifted in my seat, not sure what was happening. “Pass me the pen,” he said, making a slight hurry-up motion with his hand.
I placed it in his hand, my fingers brushing his palm, and he took my paper. Before I could say anything, he wrote the name I’d been practicing in a perfect script next to my terrible version.
“Is this what you’re trying to do?” he asked, holding the paper up, looking at it with a slight focused squint. He wrote it again, and somehow, it looked even better though I had no idea what he’d done differently.
Before I could respond, the coffee shop door opened. He immediately stood, headed to the counter, not looking back at me. There was a slight influx of people before the shop closed, so I checked my watch, gathered my things, and headed out the door, not wanting to be late for Krista.
As I sat in my car, I held my phone, ready to call her with an update about how Collin thought zombies were real. But instead, I pulled out the paper I’d been writing on, unable to shake the image of Dean sitting across from me at my table. I turned on my car, letting it warm up before I left, and a different version of ‘Jingle Bells’ started playing. I shook my head, quickly changing the station, and looked up to see Dean walking to his car.
I rolled down my window. “Hey.”
“Hey,” he said, his hand on his door handle. “What’s up?”
We didn’t have plans to hook up tonight. I hadn’t even planned to stay at the coffee shop this long. But I hadn’t planned on being surprised by him either.
“Do you remember when you said we had to add an amendment to Rule 1? About telling you about art projects?”
He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, why?”
“Well, I have one,” I said, turning off my car and walking to him.
The night air felt even colder compared to the warmth of my car. He looked at me, and under his gaze, I felt like I needed to look away. My face must still be warm from the car, I realized, touching my blushing cheeks.
“Would you want to help me? Between sex sessions, of course,” I added, making sure he knew I wasn’t trying to break our no-dates Rule 3.
He smiled. “Sure, I’ll help you. Just let me know when.”
And then, for absolutely no reason I could possibly explain, as irrational as smashing a pumpkin, I asked if he was free tonight.
“Really?” he asked, slightly surprised. “You never see me past 10:20.”
It felt weird that he was the one bringing me back to reality. I thought of Krista, how she’d probably already noticed I hadn’t called yet, not even on my way with snacks.
“Right. I don’t know what I was thinking. Yeah, just whenever, next time,” I said, shrugging, trying to sound as easygoing as he was.
As I took a step back, he reached out, placing his hands on my hips. “You know, it’s cold,” he said, his voice low, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Remember that time-sensitive amendment?”
I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and pressed my body against his. “Yeah,” I said, lifting up on my tiptoes to bury my face in his neck. “It’s really cold.”
He pulled back just slightly, looking at me under the streetlight with a smile in his eyes, and then he kissed me. It was a soft and slow kiss, and I found myself liking this just as much as our urgent, rough kisses. That realization made me jerk away from him.
“I can’t stay,” I said, suddenly feeling very nervous.
“Yeah, same,” he said, seeming uncomfortable, too. He cleared his throat and opened his car door. “I’ll see you around.”
“I have a lot of stuff to do,” I said, ducking my head as I walked to my car. “So maybe sometime next week or something.”
“Yeah, maybe,” he said, shutting his door behind him.
I sat in my car, taking a deep breath, waiting until he pulled away before I drove home.
“Where have you been?” Krista asked, sitting on the couch with her laptop, no doubt researching something wedding-related.
I sighed, sitting our bag of food on the coffee table, and laid on the floor, looking up at the ceiling.
“How was your date?” she asked, already digging into the fries.
I closed my eyes. “It was fine.”
“Do you think you’ll see him again?”
I didn’t respond.
“Skylar, are you okay?”
I took a deep breath and sat up, pushing that kiss out of my head.
“He believed in zombies. Like, actually thought the undead existed,” I said, tossing her my date notebook.
Krista burst out laughing, grabbing my notebook as the paper I’d been practicing on fell onto the couch. I tried to grab it, but she was closer. She tapped where Dean had written.
“Oh, wow, you got way better on these. Is this when the coffee kicked in?” she said with a teasing laugh.
I snatched the paper from her, crumpling it up in a ball.
“Ha, you’re funny,” I said dryly.
She ignored me, sitting my notebook to the side and standing to study the poster boards above our couch. We had made a lot of progress, several sticky notes moved to the second panel, but we still had a lot left.
“I know you have finals next week,” she said, putting her arm around me. “So why don’t you take a break on wedding stuff, okay? So you won’t be so stressed. You seem super on edge right now. How is school going?”
“I’m not stressed,” I said, stepping back. “I’m going to bed.”
She called my name before I could make it to my room. “But could you still do your half of the save the date envelopes?”
I nodded. “Sure, Krista. I’ll finish them, promise.”
“And make them look like those two I liked. Those were perfect.”
★☽★★☽
I’d had two dates, four finals, 13 black coffees, and finished absolutely zero save the date envelopes before I saw Dean again. Our schedules didn’t seem to match up, each of us with our own Rule 1 reasons for not being able to sync up.
When we finally nailed down a day, I groaned, realizing it had been exactly two months since we first kissed, hating that the date was burned in my brain.
“Ooh, what do you have going on tonight?” Lindy asked with a whistle as I walked into the living room.
She and Krista both grinned. I hated that Brandon and Kyle were friends, meaning they double dated every so often. Tonight was game night, and I was grateful I was getting out of here, not wanting to fifth wheel in a riveting game of Monopoly.
“What? Nothing. Why are being like that?” I asked, glancing at my watch. I needed to leave in six minutes or I’d be late.
“Hot date? Let me guess, you’re seeing Brad,” Lindy singsonged.
“Brad? Who is Brad?” Krista asked, sitting down her wine in shock to stare at me.
I opened my mouth and closed it, desperately trying to think of an excuse. But Lindy didn’t wait on me to answer.
“He’s this super hot econ major that Skylar has been talking to,” she said. “Are you guys official yet?”
“How come you’ve never told me about this?” Krista asked as Kyle knocked on the front door. “Is he in your date notebook?”
I grabbed my backpack from beside the couch. “I have to go. I’m just going to the library. One more final left, you know? Gotta prep.”
I opened the door for Kyle, grateful for the distraction. “Kyle, hi! How’s it going? How’s work?” I said with a bright smile.
He gave me a strange look, not sure why I was talking to him more than I ever had before. “Hi, Skylar, you doing okay?”
I glanced at my watch. “Okay, well, I have to go.”
“Tell Brad we said hi,” Lindy said with a laugh.
“Not seeing Brad! Going to the library,” I said over my shoulder, rushing out the door.
As I drove the 24 minutes to Dean’s, I tried to recall every detail I’d told Lindy about Brad, knowing Krista would have questions.
And then everything I knew about fictional, perfect Brad went out the window when Dean opened his door, smiling at me. I closed my eyes, so annoyed that he was so attractive. He was wearing a fashionably tattered white v-neck, his collarbone tattoo on full display, his first chest tattoo peeking out under the hem, his distressed jean jacket, gray pants, several beaded bracelets, silver necklaces and rings, and black hoops for earrings.
“Damn, you look hot,” he said, pulling me inside. “Why haven’t you worn this skirt before?”
He pushed me against the wall, kissing me hard, nothing like the soft kiss in the parking lot from the last time we’d seen each other, nearly erasing it from memory. I dropped my backpack, wrapping my legs around him as he picked me up. He turned, sitting me on his kitchen island, already pulling off my white cashmere sweater.
“I missed you,” I said, unable to think clearly, kissing his mouth, neck, collarbone, pushing off his jacket. “Shit, I didn’t mean that,” I said breathlessly, shaking my head. “I meant I missed this,” I said as he tugged off my skirt. “Sex. Just sex.”
He nodded, kissing my neck. “No, I get it, I kept thinking about you, too,” he said, his voice low and raspy, picking me up again, walking me to the bed as I worked off his shirt. “This, whatever, it doesn’t matter.”
We fell to the bed, kissing harder than ever before until we couldn’t take it anymore, falling off of each other, unable to breathe. I closed my eyes, still trying to catch my breath, as he laid next to me. I rolled on my side, lifting up on my elbow to look at him.
He grinned at me. “What?”
“You’re really attractive.”
He laughed. “So are you.”
“But I didn’t mean I missed you.”
“It’s fine. I know what you meant,” he said easily with another laugh and closed his eyes.
I sat up, gathering the trail of my clothes from the bed to the front door. As I passed through the kitchen, I scooped up my backpack and settled on his couch, grabbing a blanket and pulling out my notecards for my final economics presentation. I might have lied to Krista and Lindy about going to the library, but I had every intention of preparing for my final exam.
After several minutes, Dean joined me on the couch, sitting on the farthest cushion. “Did you still want help on that lettering thing?”
I paused, sitting down my cards on my lap. “You don’t really have to help me. I think I was just being, like, weirdly flirty or something. I was still in date-mode or something that night.”
He looked at me, not convinced.
“Okay,” he said with a shrug. “But you definitely weren’t flirting with that guy. You looked bored out of your mind,” he said, picking up his sketchpad from the coffee table.
“You aren’t supposed to talk about my dates.”
He flashed a smile at me and shrugged again, not responding.
I sighed and moved my notecards to the coffee table, reaching in my backpack for the sealed save the date envelopes and my laptop.
“You were right, though. I was bored,” I admitted, sitting the envelopes down with a thud. “Will you help me? Just show me what you did. I’m sure I can figure it out once I see you do a couple.”
After three minutes, I knew I was wrong. I definitely had no idea what he was doing to make perfect script letters. He hadn’t even needed to practice on a piece of paper first.
“How do you know how to do this?” I asked after a moment.
All I had accomplished was moving to sit in front of the coffee table next to him and reading off the list of names, spelling the more complicated ones as needed.
He glanced at me and looked back at his work. “I don’t know. I just know how to replicate something once I’ve seen it, I guess.”
I watched him, mesmerized by his system. He’d ask for a name, glance at it on my laptop, pick up an envelope, and look at it for exactly three seconds with the same focused expression I’d only seen when he’d looked at the moon all those weeks ago. Then he’d sit the envelope down and adjust the brush pen in his tatted hand exactly two times before pressing pen to paper. Moments later, a flawless script would exist, spaced evenly, never crooked, never off-center, just perfect. He would hold the envelope up, look at it for two seconds, and then sit it aside. The whole process took less than two minutes.
“You’re really talented,” I said once he finished an envelope.
He half-smiled at me. “Thanks. What’s the next name?”
I read off a name from the spreadsheet Krista had sent me, and Dean nodded, restarting his process.
“You don’t have to watch me,” he said after a minute, not looking up from the envelope he was working on. “I’m not going to mess up, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
I shook my head, realizing the only thing I’d been doing was staring, taking in the way he moved and the way he looked.
“Right, sorry, yeah, I guess if you don’t care, I could do something productive with my time,” I said, picking up my notecards. “I have a presentation I need to prepare for anyway.”
He sat an envelope aside, nodding. “That’s perfect. Let’s hear it.”
I immediately felt my face flush. “Um, what? No, I’ll just read my notecards silently.”
“Didn’t you say it’s a presentation? Those usually involve spoken words,” he said with a laugh. “I work better when I have something to listen to. So it’s either your presentation or nineties hip hop.”
I laughed and shook my head. “No, I can’t. I get too nervous in front of people.”
“Which is why you should practice, right. Plus, I disagree. You’re very good at doing other things in front of me, so this shouldn’t be any harder. You’re even wearing clothes in this scenario,” he said with a grin.
I hated that he made me laugh. That his logic made sense.
“Okay, but, just, don’t judge me.”
He smiled, not looking up from where he was writing. I cleared my throat, standing. After a moment of hesitation, realizing he was mostly in his own world anyway, I started my presentation about market equilibrium. By the third run-through, pacing around his room, my face still flushed, I found myself actually doing a pretty good job. By the fifth time, I didn’t need my notecards. I took a deep breath, feeling exhausted as I walked back to stand in front of the couch. A stack of 15 envelopes sat in front of him, but he’d stopped working, his rich brown eyes watching just me.
I made a face. “Look, I know it’s still rough but—”
“You’re brilliant, aren’t you?” he interrupted.
I felt taken aback, unable to stop the smile that appeared on my face. “No, it’s just a silly presentation I’m going to bomb,” I said with an eye roll.
“It didn’t sound silly. I didn’t know the specific economic stuff you said, but it’s clear you know what you’re doing. The way you carried yourself … You made me actually want to listen.”
He had an expression on his face I couldn’t read. I wondered if my face had looked the same way when I’d watched him writing. I shifted, sitting down my notecards, suddenly feeling nervous.
“Well, um, thank you. I appreciate your feedback.”
“No problem,” he said, looking away from me.
I sat down next to him on the floor as he rubbed his hand with his thumb. I nodded at the motion. “Cramp?”
He kind of laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t realize I’d been doing this for forty minutes straight.”
“Oh, wow,” I said, realizing I’d lost track of time, too. “Here, the least I can do is help you,” I said with a laugh and, without thinking, took his hand, massaging his palm with my fingers.
Even though his hands had been all over me countless times, I’d never touched his hand like this, realized that they were soft, actually looked at his tattoos. He had a henna pattern on the back of his hand, curving up to and around his wrist, three black lines below the knuckle on his thumb, and four above the knuckle on his ring finger. He had a star on the inside of his ring finger, too, and several tiny moons wrapping around his index finger. After a moment, I realized I’d been so distracted that I’d stopped rubbing his hand and was just kind of holding it instead. I dropped it quickly, standing.
“Sorry,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.
I glanced around his room, wanting to look at anything but him, figuring he was probably about to make some joke about our no-intimacy Rule 4. I looked over at his easel, but the canvas wasn’t facing me.
“Can I grab a piece of paper from your backpack?” he said as I walked away. “This is a really complicated last name.”
“Sure,” I said, ducking my head as I crossed over to his easel.
As he reached into my backpack, I looked at the canvas, completely blown away.
What had been totally blank a few weeks ago was transformed into a landscape, an exact replica of where we’d stood less than a month ago in his backyard. It was absolutely beautiful, perfect, the stars seeming to shine straight off the canvas, the moon washing over the houses, even the cold somehow represented in the painting.
Stunned, I looked over at Dean, opening my mouth to give him a compliment he definitely deserved and to ask several questions, when I noticed which notebook he had grabbed from my backpack.
“Oh, shit,” I said, rushing over to him.
He looked up at me and laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t read anything.”
He tore out the blank page next my pro and con list about Collin and closed my date notebook, but didn’t sit it down.
I reached out my hand. “Give me.”
“I really can’t ask anything about this?”
“You said you didn’t read it,” I said, reaching for the notebook but he moved it away from me. I glared at him. “Dean, Rule 2.”
“I didn’t,” he said with an eye roll. “But I’m pretty sure I can piece together what I saw.”
He handed me the notebook, and I swiftly grabbed it, sitting down on the couch. He faced me from the floor, propping his head up with his arm resting on the seat, his fingers in his dark hair.
“Is it really a Rule 2 situation because doesn’t that imply I’m breaking a jealousy rule? I’m not jealous, I’m morbidly curious,” he said with a grin.
I crossed my arms, pressing the notebook against my chest.
“And also, I think Rule 2 is just about dates. And I’m not asking you about the specific dates. I’m asking you about what you do after the dates once the dude is gone,” he continued.
“Dean,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’re driving me crazy.”
He looked at me, his eyes sparkling. “Awh, Skye,” he said, placing his hand on my leg. “You drive me crazy, too.”
I sat my notebook to the side, placed my hand over his, pressing his fingers down on my skin, and moved to sit on top of him.
He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me closer. “I’m not finished with your envelopes,” he said, his lips against my neck.
“I don’t care about the envelopes,” I said, taking off my sweater.
“I know what you’re doing,” he said lowly. “You’re distracting me so I’ll stop asking about that notebook.”
I groaned, taking his shirt off and kissing his collarbone. “Is it working?”
He nodded, kissing me, not pausing even a second to answer.
★☽★★☽
“Oh my god, yes!”
From my place on the couch, I looked over at Dean sitting on the floor, envelopes stacked in front of him. He looked so excited.
“Um, what’s up?” I said, slowly sitting down the bridal magazine I’d been flipping through. He did a double-take at the magazine but moved past it, too excited about whatever was happening.
“That was twenty, you just did it twenty times,” he said, pointing at me. “One full week, ‘Jingle Bells,’ twenty times. Pay up.”
My mouth dropped open. “No way, I did not,” I responded, rolling my eyes hard.
“Yes, you did,” he said, frowning. “I’ve been paying attention. So now I get to cash in. That’s the rule. Rule 9. I get something I want.”
I shook my head. “That’s not a real rule.”
“Then why is that here?” he asked, nodding toward the heater that had appeared over the weekend between the couch and the bed, closest to where I was curled up.
I tried to hide the smile he was forcing on me.
“Okay, even if it’s a real rule, I don’t trust your counting.”
He rolled his eyes and moved to sit next to me, flexing his hand from where he’d been working on the envelopes. I reached out and took it, rubbing his palm for him. I’d rationalized I could do that for him since he’d been doing all my envelopes this past week.
“I knew you would say that, so I made sure to commit every time to memory. The first time was on Sunday, right after we hooked up in my car. You were rebraiding your hair from where it had fallen out. The second time was Monday night, after your date left, and you were doing accounting homework when I took your cup. The third time was that same night when you were packing up your backpack. Next was on Thursday, after our first round and you were sitting on the couch, writing something in that big planner thing you have—”
“Okay, okay,” I said, pulling him on top of me, shushing him with my lips. “I get it. Fine, what do you want?”
“So you agree that’s the rule and our contract is rock solid?” he said, lifting up on his elbows, his eyes sparkling mischievously.
I rolled my eyes again. “Sure.”
He reached out and tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear, kissing the spot right below it, sending chills down my spine.
“I want to read your notebook,” he said simply, his breath against my skin. “The one with the intriguing list.”
I laughed, pushing him off of me. “No way, that’s not—”
“You said the contract was rock solid,” he said, moving to face me, all his attention on me.
“Why are you so curious? It’s not a big deal. I like to keep track.”
“So those are all the guys you’re seeing at the same time?” he asked, slightly surprised. “And you need a notebook to keep up with them all?”
I laughed. “No, it’s just like record keeping. Historical data of sorts. Pros and cons.”
He looked at me, considering this, not saying anything. I hated that he was such a good listener.
I hesitated, not sure how to explain it. Other than Krista, no one else knew about my date notebook. I grabbed it from my backpack, but held on to it, trying to decide the right words.
“Okay, here’s the thing,” I said, giving in, figuring what the hell, Dean’s opinion really didn’t matter anyway. “It started out as a way for me to decide if I wanted to stay in a relationship with some guy. And then after we broke up, it became a joke with my sister when I started dating and couldn’t decide if my dates were good or bad or if I wanted to see the guy again. The whole thing just seemed chaotic. So she suggested I make a pro and con list so I wouldn’t waste my time. And at first it was funny, but then it became a real system.”
“So that’s why you always do coffee shop dates. You were serious about the whole variable, constant thing,” he said, referencing the conversation that led to our first kiss. I blushed at the memory, quickly pushing it out of my mind.
“Right. Dating is just this big math problem, you know? So if I can control all of the other variables, then I can focus on the guy and decide if he’s perfect.”
“Perfect,” Dean repeated, squinting at me. “And a pro and con list is doing that for you?”
“It’s not just one list though,” I said, flipping through the pages of my notebook. “I have all this data, all of these different guys, and eventually, it’s going to add up. I’ll know exactly what I want.”
“So is it about perfection or what you want?”
I looked at him, confused how they were different.
“Well, I want perfection.”
“Right,” he said, nodding. “And have you ever come close?”
I shook my head, thinking of Michael and how he had checked all the boxes. “I don’t think so.”
I paused, not sure if we were about to break Rule 1 or if we already had, but willing to push it just this once. “What about you?”
He half-smiled at me, taking the notebook I offered. “I’m not looking for perfection, so I’m not sure. And I’m certainly not making lists of the girls I’ve seen.”
“But I’m sure you’ve seen a lot of girls,” I said, thinking he wouldn’t be that good in bed without some practice. “So you must be looking for something.”
He shrugged, flipping through the pages, pausing every so often to scan a page or two, amused.
“So what’s your plan then?” I pressed. “Just hook up with a bunch of women until you’re old and alone?”
He laughed, glancing at me. “I don’t have a plan, Skye. I’m not like you.”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’m aware,” I said with a laugh.
He looked back down at the page he was on. “You wrote ‘was eating lollipop when he walked in’ in this con column.”
“Well, that implies he’s childish,” I said with a laugh, moving to sit on the floor in front of the heater. “Plus, who eats a lollipop and then drinks coffee? That’s kind of gross.”
He laughed, shaking his head. “Oh, wow, so having access to a lake house is a pro,” he said, flipping to the next page. “Apparently so is being a business major of some sort. You really like math, huh?”
“I like guys who will have employment when they graduate.”
Dean laughed again. “Wow, I’m so glad I’m not in this notebook. It would be straight cons. I might have been your first two-pager,” he said, grinning at me.
I laughed, reaching out to him. “Speaking of two times…”
He tossed the notebook aside and laid on top of me on the floor.
“I want to finish these envelopes after,” he said between kisses. “I have other stuff to do next week, so you’ll have to stick around.”
I looked at my watch as he moved lower, unbuttoning my jeans. Friday night was date night, which meant Krista was with Kyle. They had gone to the movies and to look at Christmas lights, so she probably wouldn’t be home until after 11.
“Yeah, I can stay a while longer,” I said, closing my eyes and biting my lip, unable to focus on the time anymore.
After, as I laid on the floor on pillows and blankets, feeling so comfortable, I looked at my watch and gasped. “Oh, shit, it’s almost midnight. I have to go. How do I always lose track of time in this place?” I groaned, hastily grabbing my clothes from the floor.
Dean grinned at me from where he sat at the coffee table, already redressed. “Why is that a bad thing again?”
“No one knows I’m here,” I said with a huff, pulling on my sweater in a rush. “My sister thinks I’m at the library planning some stupid SGA event.”
He laughed, stacking all the envelopes, completely unfazed by my hurried presence.
“Why would she believe that? Who does SGA stuff on a Friday night in the library after finals? That’s insane.”
“I do, okay? I’m that girl,” I said with another groan.
He looked at me with a curious expression. “Come here,” he said, reaching out his hand to me.
I looked around the room, trying to find my boots. “What? No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m in a hurry.”
“I know, but just take one second,” he said, stepping forward, taking my hand, and gently pulling me toward him.
“What are you doing?” I said, wondering where my phone was, as he wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close against him. I stood there, tense, not sure what was happening, wondering how long this was going to take.
“Skye,” he said, his voice close to my ear, his breath on my skin, his body steady and warm against mine. “Just breathe and relax. Slow down and take some time for yourself.”
I closed my eyes, exhaling. “This is stupid. What are you doing?”
“This is called a hug,” he teased, lightly kissing my neck.
“Oh,” I said, taking another breath, draping my arms around his shoulders, allowing my body to settle against his. I pressed my face against his chest as he ran his hand up and down my back, sending a wave of relaxation through my body. “Why are we doing this?”
“I don’t know, I just wanted to. Don’t overthink it,” he said quietly, twisting his fingers in my hair, cupping the nape of my neck, pulling back just slightly to kiss me.
It had been exactly 11 days since the last time he’d kissed me like this, soft and slow, a kiss that made me feel everything and forget everything at once, somehow so unlike all our other electric kisses. But this time, I wasn’t able to pull myself away. I deepened the kiss, pressing against him more, no longer in control, my body desperately wanting to get closer.
He stopped suddenly, breaking away and stepping back.
“You said you needed to go,” he said, grabbing the envelopes, not looking at me. “I don’t want to keep you. And I finished these. So they’re done. I think I have a box or something for them.”
He stepped away, turning to walk to his closet. I blinked, pressing my fingers against my lips, feeling like I’d been turned upside down.
“Uh, thanks. I can pay you,” I said awkwardly as I put on my boots, and he methodically stacked the envelopes in a small box
He shook his head. “No, it’s fine. It was easy. Like you said, something to do between sex sessions, right?” he said with a light laugh, handing me the box and stepping back to walk me to the door.
As I walked out, already on the first step down, he called after me. “Hey, what were those for?”
I paused, glancing over my shoulder, realizing I’d never told him about Krista or her engagement. He was the only person in my world that knew me without knowing my sister, and she had no idea he existed either. I wanted to keep things that way, and with a kiss like that, I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to.
I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter, does it? Rule 1, Dean.”
He leaned against the doorway — looking at me how he’d looked at the sky more than a month ago, that focused expression that saw more than I’d realized — and nodded.
“Right, Rule 1,” he repeated. “It doesn’t matter.”




CHAPTER SIX
For some, winter break is similar to a vacation, a much-needed reprieve from to-do lists and obligations.
Not for my family.
They loved Christmas, filling every spare moment with festivities. Weekends and evenings were spent finding a Christmas tree, Dad and Krista debating what made the perfect tree, all of us decorating it in only silver and gold ornaments, Mom balking at the idea that we would use any other sort of color or multi-colored lights. We would make lists and actually check them twice for gifts for everyone in our family, meticulously wrapping every single one with crisp parchment paper and gold ribbon, and listen to carols while we drove around looking at Christmas lights. And almost every night ended with us gathering around the couch to watch a classic movie as Dad served us cookies and mulled wine.
Krista loved the season more than any of us, obsessed with the thrill of creating a more perfect Christmas every year while also sticking firmly to our traditions at the same time. This year, she was even more caught up with the idea of a perfect holiday, saying this was the only year she’d be engaged during Christmas and wasn’t that so romantic.
She also couldn’t wait for the new year, saying we were really going to hit the ground running as soon as January 1 began because we would officially be in The Year of Her Wedding.
But for now, we were standing in a long line at the Post Office, no romance or excitement in sight, our final errand before we went to her engagement party.
“These look so good,” she said, holding up a save the date.
They’d been my saving grace when I’d come home so late after Dean’s. Krista and Kyle had been watching a Christmas movie on the couch when I’d walked in. She’d instantly looked at the clock, raising her eyebrows. She had planned the same SGA event years ago, so she knew it wouldn’t have taken me that long. So I’d held up the box of finished envelopes, shouting surprise, completely distracting her from asking questions.
Because of Christmas and her wedding, I’d also been lucky enough to avoid a full “who is Brad” conversation, able to brush it off as Lindy just being dramatic.
I glanced at the envelope Krista was holding, recognizing it instantly as Dean’s handiwork.
“Yeah, they look great.”
“I can’t believe you picked up a skill like this so fast,” she said. “Maybe I’ll use you instead of a calligrapher for my invitations.”
I shook my head, shuffling forward in the slow-moving line. “We’ll see about that.”
I hadn’t seen Dean in almost two weeks, our worlds unable to match up. The coffee shop closed early during winter break, so he now solely worked during the day when Krista was gone and I was available. When he was free during evenings and nights, I had family, volunteer, and wedding obligations.
“You aren’t supposed to look prettier than the bride,” Krista said with a playful smile as I walked into her room after we’d escaped the Post Office and had changed for her engagement party.
I smoothed my hands over my dark green velvet bodycon dress and adjusted the gold belt around my waist. I knew photos would be taken tonight, and I was determined to look better than the blonde blur in a faded sweatshirt I’d been when she’d gotten engaged.
“Shut up, you know you look gorgeous,” I said as she placed a hand on her hip, smiling at herself in the mirror. She was classically stunning in a long-sleeved A-line white lace dress, her hair in perfect curls, her ring sparklier than ever.
“What time is it?” she asked as she inspected her makeup.
I looked at my wrist, forgetting I’d taken off my watch. The battery had died, and it was on my to-do list to fix it tomorrow while I went shopping for a few last items for Krista.
Before I could answer, she glanced at her own watch.
“We should go unless we want to be late. I can’t be late to my own party,” she said, linking her arm with mine as we walked to Kyle’s waiting car, always on time.
Our aunt Nancy had agreed to host the party at her house, and I’d come over earlier today to set up, knowing exactly how Krista would want everything. As I stood near the champagne bar in the kitchen, I finally felt like I was allowed to relax, one major wedding to-do done. I couldn’t wait to move the sticky note to the fourth, final panel tomorrow. That alone was worth celebrating.
“Honey, your sister is so happy,” Mom said, appearing as I sipped my champagne. “She looks just exquisite.”
“I can’t wait to do this again soon,” Nancy said, patting my arm.
I raised my eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
“Well, it won’t be long until you’re next, right, hon? Are you seeing anyone special?”
I looked at the two pairs of eyes on me and sipped my champagne again, not sure what to do with my hands.
“Excuse me, I need to do something … engagement party related,” I said quickly, unable to think of anything better, instinctively glancing at where my watch should have been as I ducked out of the kitchen.
As I sipped my way down my champagne flute and worked through the crowd, playing the role of good sister, I was asked that same question 12 more times. I made my way back to the champagne bar, refilled my empty glass, and took a deep breath, glancing at the oven clock. Thirty more minutes, and this party would be over.
I closed my eyes, counting down the 1,800 seconds.
“This party is great, sweetie.”
I opened my eyes and smiled at my dad. “You really think so?”
Instead of answering, he smiled at Krista across the room. She’d been a butterfly the whole night, the total center of attention, as Kyle stood dutifully by her side, his hand on the small of her back.
“I’m so proud of her,” he said, a sentence I’d heard time and time again, it never stinging less. “She got a good one.”
I nodded, keeping my gaze on the cranberries in my flute.
“When she first told me Kyle was in school to be a financial analyst, I was concerned. You know how those finance majors can be. But when I met him, he asked me if I’d caught the score to the game the night before, and I knew everything was going to be perfect.”
I focused on the bubbles in my glass as ‘Jingle Bells’ started playing through the speakers in Nancy’s house. As I heard the first notes, I looked up, my accidental instant smile confusing him.
“Krista has told me how hard you’ve been working this semester. All those late nights at the library. She also said that you aced your final presentation in economics. Did you two practice?”
I kind of nodded, sipping my champagne, knowing if I just kept moving, I wouldn’t really have to answer him. Thankfully, someone from his work interrupted us, and he left, wanting to properly introduce them to Krista.
I leaned against the counter, finally alone, and unlocked my phone I’d been gripping the entire night. Don’t overthink it, I repeated in my head as I typed: What are you up to tonight?
Please tell me this question means you’re free.
I bit my lip to stop the smile that appeared on my face.
“Ooh, look at that face,” Lindy’s voice rang out.
I looked up, quickly locking my phone and straightening up. “Hey, what’s up?” I said, picking up my drink and crossing my arms.
“Is whatever is on that phone why you’re hiding out in the kitchen?” she asked, raising her eyebrows as she poured a glass.
“I’m not hiding out,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“When will you admit that you’re clearly dating this Brad guy? More importantly, when do we get to meet him?” she asked, gesturing to herself and Brandon. “We’d love another couple for game night.”
I laughed at the idea before I could stop myself. Lindy looked at me, confused. “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head.
I opened my mouth, wanting to tell her half of the truth — that there was no Brad — but she kept talking, not paying attention to me, already changing the subject to next semester’s SGA initiatives. I halfway listened, gripping my phone even harder, taking a sip of champagne every time she asked a question I didn’t have a good enough answer for.
Finally, Brandon nudged her, wanting to leave, and I glanced at the oven clock. The party was finally over. Everyone had trickled out, leaving just Mom, Dad, Nancy, Krista, and Kyle. We hugged our parents goodbye and sent off Lindy and Brandon with a promise to hang out after Christmas.
“This was amazing, baby sis,” she said, hugging me. “You’re the best maid of honor ever. I really appreciate it. I promise I’ll do the same for you when it’s your turn.”
“You ready, babe?” Kyle asked, walking into the living room with a Tupperware I was sure Nancy had packaged up for them.
Krista glanced at me and lowered her voice. “I think I’m going to stay over at Kyle’s, if you don’t care? His roommate is out of town, and we wanted to go to a brunch place tomorrow that’s on that side of town. It just makes sense, you know,” she said, always rationalizing situations like this.
“Yeah, totally, I’m going to stick around and help Nancy clean up. I’ll just get her to drop me off at our apartment,” I said with a smile.
“Are you sure?” Krista asked, already stepping to Kyle who had fetched her coat.
“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” I said easily, giving her one last hug and waving goodbye at the door. I waited four seconds, leaning against the closed door, before I unlocked my phone.
Can you pick me up in 20 minutes?
Yeah … just don’t actually time me, Skye.
I helped Nancy tidy up as she gushed over how beautiful Krista looked tonight and then I said goodbye, telling her that a girlfriend of mine was picking me up so we could look at the Christmas light display in the botanical gardens and probably drink hot chocolate.
As the cold nighttime air hit my face, I realized the two glasses of champagne I’d had might have made me buzzier than I’d realized when I’d been so focused on being perfect in front of so many people. I thought back on what I’d eaten, remembering just one chocolate cookie, having stuffed it in my mouth when someone asked if I was still single.
“Hey,” Dean said as I slid in the passenger seat. He glanced at Nancy’s classic suburban house where Christmas lights twinkled and candy canes lined the sidewalk. He didn’t ask whose house it was, instead, he looked right at me and said, “You look beautiful.”
I blushed, wishing I could have blamed the champagne. So, I leaned over and kissed him, blaming the champagne for that.
“Can we go to your place?” I asked, looking him up and down, curious what his outfit was going to be this time. He was wearing a long black and white leopard print jacket, a green and white plaid button-up, never buttoned all the way, as usual, fitted black torn jeans, several beaded necklaces, all gold jewelry. It might have been one of his strangest outfits so far, but he’d never looked so good.
“Yeah, of course,” he said, pulling away from the house. Once we made it out of the neighborhood, he kind of laughed. “It’s weird you being in my car when it’s moving.”
I laughed. “I know, this is lot of pressure,” I joked. “I don’t think I know how to just be a passenger in here.”
He laughed. “Right? Same. Do I play music, do I worry about the temperature? I have a lot of internal questions.”
I laughed, getting more comfortable in the seat. “Don’t overthink it,” I said with a grin, leaning my head back on the headrest, smiling at him. He glanced at me, smiling, and reached out to touch my knee, brushing his fingers against my skin before pulling away, placing his hand back on the steering wheel.
I stared out the window, feeling different as I saw all the places I’d passed before. “Do you want to get married?”
He kind of laughed. “Uh, why do you ask?”
“I don’t know,” I said with a sigh. “Everyone wants me to want a ring. But you know what I want?”
He stopped at a red light and looked at me, waiting for my answer.
I sighed again, stretching out my legs, turning to look out the window once more. “I want a hamburger. And, like, a thousand French fries.”
He laughed, caught by surprise. “Well, that is actually something I can get for you,” he said, brushing his fingers on my knee again as the light turned green. “A ring, not so much.”
“So you don’t want to get married?”
He didn’t answer me, turning into a fast-food restaurant instead. I laughed as he ordered exactly what I’d said, having to cover my mouth as he asked if they served fries in quantities of a thousand.
“Sorry, I think you’ll have to settle for, like, thirty,” he said, passing me the bag.
“You are so embarrassing,” I said, not waiting to unwrap the burger. “And in case you were wondering, this doesn’t break our no-date Rule 3 because you didn’t get anything.”
“And you literally lunged over me to give that guy your credit card,” he said with a laugh.
I ignored him, biting into the hamburger, the champagne making everything taste 100 percent better.
“My god, this is the best hamburger I’ve ever eaten. Dean, you have to taste this.”
“I’m good.”
“No, you don’t understand,” I said, offering it to him. “Just one bite. You should experience this, too.”
He laughed, lightly pushing it away from him. “Really, I’m fine.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not breaking the rule if you have one bite.”
He laughed again. “I’m not worried about breaking rules. I just don’t eat meat. I’m vegan.”
“Oh,” I said, the fact that at every family dinner we ate pot roast popping into my mind. “Like, full time?”
“Yeah,” he said, giving me a weird look. “What is a part-time vegan?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
He smiled, amused. “Good thing it doesn’t matter, right? No annoying dinner dates where I don’t eat most of what’s on the menu, you know,” he said, pulling into the gravel driveway, passing the farmhouse, his headlights on the carriage house. He turned off the car, everything going dark.
I nodded. “Yeah, I can have my cake and eat yours, too. Literally. Most cakes have eggs.”
He laughed, rolling his eyes at me.
And then I stopped thinking about family dinners as we ended up making out on the couch. His place was frigid, and we buried under blankets, taking our time to get warm, focused on kissing and touching. He told me how beautiful I was, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying how attractive he was, too.
As we stood, I glanced around to find a clock. Without my watch, I had no idea what time it was. But as we fell to the bed, I realized I didn’t have to care tonight.
★☽★★☽
We were going to break Rule 4. We both knew it, but neither one of us was doing much to stop it yet.
He laid next to me under the blankets, not touching me, but close enough where I could feel the warmth from his skin.
“Do you have to leave soon?” he asked after a moment. “It feels like it’s probably past 10.”
I had no idea, and I didn’t want to look for my phone to double-check. In this moment, I liked his method of feeling the time instead of knowing it exactly.
I turned on my side, facing him. “I can stay for a while longer.”
“Yeah,” he said, turning his head on the pillow and smiling at me. “Stay. Just for a while.”
I brushed my fingers against the inside of his wrist, picturing the tattooed pattern on it.
“I don’t have anything to do,” I said quietly.
“What do you mean?” he asked, turning on his side, facing me so my fingers just slightly interlocked with his, where both of us could brush it off as an accident.
“I didn’t bring my backpack. I don’t have homework or anything else to do during this downtime.”
“Oh,” he said, thinking about this. “Well, we could just lay here. We don’t always have to be doing something.”
“I don’t know how to not do something.”
He kind of laughed, shifting so our hands fell away from each other. I turned on my side to face the easel. The canvas was gone.
“What happened to that painting?” I asked, closing my eyes.
“I finished it,” he said, his voice quiet.
I nodded, staying silent though I had so many more questions.
He moved, placing a hand on my hip, sliding it to my waist.
“Where were you tonight? Whose house was that?”
I sighed, shifting so he could pull me closer. I opened my eyes, looking at the contrast of his colorful, patterned tatted arm against my bare skin. “My aunt’s. Tonight was my sister’s engagement party. I’m her maid of honor.”
He didn’t respond, and I was grateful, wanting to keep my worlds separate. I shifted again, my back against his chest, his arms around me, his lips against my neck, my fingers twisted with his. I knew we shouldn’t be doing this, getting this close. It would just make things complicated. But I closed my eyes, allowing myself to just feel this, just this once, until our breathing slowed, becoming heavy, falling asleep.
★☽★★☽
We woke at the same time, having no idea if 20 minutes had passed or several hours. I shifted so he could move on top of me, both of us kissing the other urgently, deeply. We didn’t have to speak, knowing this part of being together well, in sync. As Dean reached for a condom, a ringing phone broke our breathless silence, making both of us jump.
I sat up, confused and jostled, searching around in the bed for my phone. The screen was dark. “I think it’s yours.”
“Oh,” he said, reaching to the floor for his jeans, pulling his lit up phone from the pocket. As he glanced at the screen, I expected him to silence it, but instead he sat up, saying he needed to take this, pulling on some clothes and moving to the couch.
I rubbed my face with my hands, feeling like I’d been transported to another world. I clicked my phone, trying to bring myself back to reality. It was just past midnight. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad I hadn’t somehow accidentally stayed over, breaking the never-cited-but-still-present Rule 5.
After several minutes, Dean finally spoke, “So is he okay?”
One beat of silence, and then he sighed ever so slightly, maybe not even enough for the person on the other line to hear.
“Yeah, I’ll be there.”
He hung up and came back to the bed. He didn’t look stressed, but since he was always so carefree and light, the tension he carried was apparent.
“…is everything okay?” I asked, hovering my hand over my dress, not sure what my next move should be.
He picked up his shirt, and I grabbed my dress, realizing this night was over.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Sorry. I just have to go take care of something.”
“And I guess I can’t ask what.”
He buttoned his shirt and sighed. “It’s not a big deal. My dad is just sick. And my mom isn’t around, so I need to go to his place and make sure he’s okay. I can drive you home first. Or call you a Lyft?”
“Oh,” I said, slipping on my heels, trying to remember where he’d taken off my gold belt. “Sorry, that sucks. I hope he feels better.”
He kind of laughed. “Yeah, me too.”
I had several questions, but I stopped myself from asking them, feeling like we’d already broken too many rules tonight. So I stood, straightening and smoothing my dress, trying to bring some normalcy back into this night. I still felt like I was floating on air, slightly confused by how I was standing here in his place so late, all the lights off, how his arms had felt so good around me.
“Oh, and Lyft is fine. I can call it myself. That probably makes things easier anyway,” I said, thinking him dropping me off at my apartment felt too serious.
He walked over to the couch and picked up my belt from the floor. “Yeah, cool. I can wait with you though,” he said, smiling at me as he handed me my belt, our fingers brushing.
“Thanks,” I said, slipping it on and smiling back at him.
There was a moment of awkward silence, neither of us used to this sort of interaction. Dean reached out, placing his hands on my shoulders, running his palms down the velvet on my arms. I suddenly craved a hug, that kind of embrace we’d had after he’d finished Krista’s envelopes.
As I stepped forward, he dropped his hands.
“Were you not wearing a coat?”
“Oh,” I said, looking down at my dress. In my haste to leave my aunt’s so she wouldn’t see Dean in his car, I’d forgotten my simple black peacoat folded neatly over the back of her couch. It was a coat I’d been wearing for years, a hand-me-down from Krista I’d never taken the time to replace. “I forgot mine.”
I lifted my face back to him, obsessed with that dimpled half-smile of his, as he stepped back.
“Here, borrow this,” he said, picking up his slightly crumpled jacket off the floor from where I’d pushed it off of him earlier. “It’s probably freezing outside.”
I took the jacket, but shook my head. “I’m not wearing this.”
“Why not? You’ll be cold. It’s literally the least I can do since I’m kicking you out and sending you home in a car that you’re paying for,” he said with a laugh.
I laughed. “To clarify, you aren’t kicking me out. I was going to leave anyway. And I can’t wear this because it’s a long black and white leopard print jacket. I would never wear something that looks like this.”
He laughed and took it out of my hands, opening it so I could step inside. “Just try it on. You might like it.”
I glanced at my phone. The Lyft was two minutes away. I rolled my eyes and stepped inside, turning to look at Dean.
“Happy?”
He smiled. “You tell me,” he said, opening his closet so I could look at the mirror hanging inside.
As I looked at my reflection, I expected to feel surprised, even totally transformed. But instead, it just looked right, as if I was supposed to be wearing this jacket the whole time.
I smiled at Dean in the mirror. “Okay, maybe this isn’t completely the worst.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said with a laugh, slipping on an oversized denim jacket with a back print and beading from his closet. I followed him to the door, glancing over my shoulder to look at my reflection one last time.
Outside, we stood next to each other as my Lyft pulled up, not touching, and I felt certain that we’d broken Rule 4 earlier by total accident, a post-hookup haze, a total fluke.
“I’ll see you later,” I said, walking to the car, my heels crunching on the gravel. “I hope your dad is okay,” I added, not glancing over my shoulder.
“Hey, Skye,” he called out as my hand touched the car door.
I turned, the jacket collar brushing against my cheek.
“Can you just text me when you get home?” he said, already opening his car door. “You know, it’s late and stuff, so,” he said, shrugging, not finishing his sentence.
“Yeah, sure,” I said, sliding inside the Lyft that would take me back to reality. As the car pulled away, I glanced back, unable to make him out in the darkness.
★☽★★☽
I looked around Sun Meadows’ game room, wondering if I should have spent more time planning the winter gift drive at the assisted living center.
“Do you think it’s wrong they have to earn their presents?” I whispered to Lindy, chewing on my fingernail. I hadn’t questioned the idea — that a simple gift drive had morphed into a game of bingo where the prizes were gifts — when I’d been planning it, just following the blueprint that Krista had created years ago.
She glanced at me, barely looking up from the card she was sharing with the woman she’d been paired with. My partner had disappeared, saying she wanted more oatmeal cookies, so I was stuck alone, overthinking this scenario.
“No, I think it’s fun,” Lindy whispered. “Everyone is enjoying themselves.”
I nodded, looking around. She was right, everyone else did seem happy. Each resident was paired with an SGA member, focused on their shared bingo cards, and the mountain of pre-approved gifts, knick knacks, candles, cozy socks, blankets, and more, was displayed on a table behind us. I wondered when I would be like everyone else and really truly enjoy pumpkin carving socials and bingo gift drives.
“Maybe you’d enjoy this more if you had a partner,” Lindy said, looking up as the SGA member working the bingo spinner called out a number. “Where did your person go?”
She was in the back near the cookies, lemon squares, and cranberry punch I’d made since no one else volunteered to, talking to a Sun Meadows employee. I sighed, feeling like I’d let her down, hoping she at least liked the cookies.
“Wait, what was that number?” I asked, glancing at Lindy’s card. I picked up my marker, hurriedly dotting B14.
I was pressing down the marker to make a big dot over I27, accidentally smearing blue ink on my hand, as Lindy spoke, “So how are things going with Brad?”
“Shit,” I said, rubbing my hand against my scratchy Christmas sweater. In addition to the bingo festivities, we’re all wearing tacky holiday sweaters, a carried-over idea from when Krista had planned this same event years ago. “Now is not the time to talk about Brad.”
“I don’t understand why you’re being so secretive about him,” she said, rolling her eyes, tapping G56 on her card for her partner.
I’d missed that being called, sighing, marking my card again, trying to avoid the ink this time, already feeling like a mess.
“I’m not being secretive,” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder, trying to find my partner again. She was totally not into this game, and I could relate. “Can we focus on the game, Lindy? I keep missing what’s being called.”
I ducked my head and closed my eyes, trying to focus and stop comparing this event to all the previous years.
“And the last stop is the game room, a popular spot for residents,” I heard an employee say. This was the third tour that had stopped by during this game, almost background noise now. “Right now, some members from Middletown University’s SGA is hosting a winter …” I tuned her out and kept my eyes closed, focusing on the next number being called.
Lindy nudged me. “I think you have bingo,” she said, her elbow digging into my side.
“Oh,” I said, opening my eyes to study my card. After I replayed all the numbers that had been called in my head, I raised my hand.
She nudged me again. “You have to shout.”
I sighed. “Bingo,” I said in a normal voice.
“Louder,” Lindy said, annoyed that I wasn’t listening to her.
“Bingo,” I said, a tiny bit louder, turning in my seat, trying to find my partner. The caller didn’t hear me.
“Oh my god, Skylar, you have to speak up,” Lindy said, nudging me harder.
I groaned — frustrated at her and my partner who could just up and leave but I still had to be here — and looked up from my card.
I gasped when I saw him. “Bingo!” I accidentally shouted, unable to control the volume or surprise in my voice.
Dean looked at me, an amused look on his face.
“All right, everyone, it sounds like Skylar has a bingo,” the caller said, pausing the game to come check my card. The room tittered with giggles at my exaggerated outburst.
“Sounds like this game room gets pretty intense. Bingo must bring out the worst in people,” Dean said in a laughing tone to his tour guide, not taking his sparkling eyes off of me.
I blushed, looking away, so confused. We hadn’t seen each other in days, and this was the last place I thought I’d run into him.
Lindy nudged me again. “Who is that?” she asked, nodding to Dean. “He looks familiar.”
I glanced at him. There was no way she’d recognize him as the barista that always handed her lattes. She never paid attention, and he looked so different when he wasn’t abiding the shop’s all-black dress code. He was wearing a velvet maroon button-up under an oversized olive green army jacket, black cuffed skinny jeans, wheat-colored workman boots, several gold and beaded necklaces, turquoise rings, and black earrings.
My face burned at his appearance, not used to seeing him outside of the shop or his place. In the real world, he looked even more different from us — poised SGA members in silly sweaters.
“I have no idea who that is,” I said to Lindy.
The tour guide kept talking, listing the different game room activities, and Dean leaned against the doorway, listening to her but facing me, that smirk on his face not going away.
“Yep, that’s a bingo,” the caller said. “Your partner can get a gift.”
“Thanks,” I said, hurriedly moving to the back of the room as Dean raised an eyebrow, turning to walk out with the tour guide.
I waited until the game resumed and Lindy wasn’t paying attention before ducking out into the hallway. Dean was standing near the entrance alone, leaning against the wall, his gaze on the gently falling snow outside.
“What are you doing here?” I whispered, touching my face, annoyed I was still blushing.
“Rule 1,” he said with a grin.
“No,” I said, shaking my head, crossing my arms over the gaudy Santa face on my chest.
“Yes,” he said, pushing off the wall and coming to stand in front of me. “Sorry, Skye. I like this sweater,” he said, looking me up and down.
I shifted, giving up on trying to make myself stop blushing. “Shut up, I know I look stupid. We had to wear them, okay? This isn’t even mine. I had to borrow it.”
He laughed. “I didn’t realize you liked bingo so much. I always figured you were more of a Monopoly kind of girl.”
“Why are you here, Dean?”
Before he could respond, the tour guide reappeared, surprised to see me. “Oh, do you two know each other?” she asked.
“No,” we said in unison, stepping away from the other.
She looked at us, confused, not sure what to say to that. “Okay, well,” she said brightly, looking at Dean. “Here is a folder with some information. Let us know if you have additional questions.”
He took the folder, thanked her, and after she left, he moved back to where I was standing. The hallway was empty, and I leaned against the wall as he stepped forward, his free hand against the wall next to me, leaning in, our bodies much closer than they should have been between two strangers.
“What are you doing later?” he asked, his voice low. “I want to check out this sweater more.”
I laughed and rolled my eyes. “I have a lot of questions right now, and none of them involve our outfits.”
He grinned. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”
I shook my head, checking him out, still totally unable to explain why I found his eccentricity attractive. He stepped slightly closer, our bodies not touching but hyperaware of the other. I wanted to ditch bingo and go to his car right now, and he knew it. He leaned in closer, and I lifted my face, our lips almost touching, as my phone buzzed in my pocket, making me jerk away. It was Lindy, having finally noticed I’d disappeared.
“I have to go,” I said quickly. “But I still have questions.”
“Come by my place, and I’ll answer them,” he said with a shrug, heading to the door. “I want to see you.”
My face flushed again, and I was annoyed that he was the only person who seemed to be able to make me blush.
“I’ll check my schedule and see if I’m free,” I said, turning away as he laughed and walked out of the entrance.
“Where were you?” Lindy asked I sat down.
“I had to go to the bathroom,” I said, looking around.
Everything was the same, an exact replica of every previous year’s event. I wondered if people were even sitting in the same seat they always did, using the same bingo cards, choosing the same gifts, wearing the same sweaters that we all kept on hand, tucked away neatly in our closets for this exact day. I knew instantly that no one but me felt different in this moment. No one had experienced the jolt I just had, I realized, thinking of Dean.




CHAPTER SEVEN
“What in the world is all this?” Dean asked, laughing as he opened the door that night.
“This,” I said, slightly struggling with the large box I was carrying as the bags on my shoulder slipped, “was the only way I was going to make it over here without being interrogated.”
He smoothly took the box and bags from me, sitting them on the kitchen island. “Wrapping paper?”
“I told my sister I was going to a friend’s to wrap presents,” I said, gesturing to the items. “And so, voila, here is my excuse.”
“Why does your sister care where you are on a Friday night?”
I shook my head, unable to explain in just a few words.
“So anyway, I thought I could wrap presents during our downtime,” I said with a laugh.
“Okay, cool, whatever you wanna do. Did you win any more bingo games or was I your lucky charm?”
I rolled my eyes, choosing not to respond, and slipped off his leopard print jacket, brushing off a few snowflakes. “Here, thanks for letting me borrow it.”
As I’d left for his place, Krista had stopped me, asking where I’d bought that jacket from.
“Why? Do you hate it?” I’d asked, smoothing my hands over it, fiddling with a button.
She’d shrugged, putting Christmas cookies in the oven before facing me. “It just doesn’t look like something you’d own. Is it new?” she’d asked, following as I gathered my bags and box of presents.
“Um, yeah, I guess it’s new,” I’d said, trying to sound nonchalant, wondering if she could sense that I’d been slipping it on over different outfits in my room, trying to imagine how it could ever fit in my life, how it didn’t mesh with most of the clothes in my wardrobe.
“Huh,” she’d said, her hands on her hips, looking at me.
I’d been worried she knew something was different, that maybe she was realizing she’d missed something these past few weeks since she’d been so caught up in her own world. I’d wondered if she realized we hadn’t really talked in weeks. For a moment, I’d paused, looking right at her, wondering if she’d be able to tell, just like I’d always been able to read her, knowing her story like it was my own.
“Hey, babe, can you grab me a beer?” Kyle had asked as he flipped through the channels on the television, stopping on a basketball game.
She’d glanced at him, losing her focus on me. So I’d grabbed my bags and box, saying goodbye, that I’d be home late, not giving her an exact time, as she stepped back into the kitchen.
Dean took the jacket, smiling at me as he draped it over an armrest, and leaned against the back of the couch. He reached out, laughing as he realized I was still wearing my Christmas sweater.
I stepped toward him. “Oh, you weren’t serious about wanting to check out this sweater more?” I asked, cocking my head with a grin.
“I feel like there’s a joke here about Santa bringing me what I want,” he said with a laugh, shaking his head. “I’m bad at holiday-specific dirty talk.”
I laughed and draped my arms around his shoulders as he put his hands on my hips, bringing me closer, our lips meeting. I pulled away, stepping back, making him follow me to the bed as I dropped my sweater on the floor. Buying a lacy red bra was impractical, I’d told myself when I’d been in the mall waiting on my watch to be fixed. But I’d bought it anyway. And seeing the way he looked at me now, just the way I’d hoped he would, I didn’t regret the impulse purchase at all.
“Damn, Skye,” he said, his voice full of desire. “Just when I think I have you figured out, you surprise me,” he said, pushing me down on the bed, kissing me even more passionately than before.
As we laid in bed after, him lying the opposite direction as me — back on track with Rule 4 — I lifted up on my elbows to look at him.
“Did you mean what you said?”
He looked at me, confused. “What did I say? I think I blacked out once you took off your sweater.”
I laughed, staring up at the wood-beam ceiling. “That I surprise you.”
“Oh,” he said, and I felt him roll on his side. He brushed his fingers against my leg. “Yeah, I did.”
“But what did you mean specifically? You said just when you think you have me figured out? Who do you think I am?”
He kind of laughed. “I don’t know. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m definitely not trying to label you. You’re a cool dichotomy. Somehow wild and carefree, but also this planner-obsessed princess,” he said with a laugh, lightly kissing my skin. “But I don’t really know you, so it doesn’t really matter what I think. How did you get this?”
I lifted up, confused. He rubbed the scar on my knee with his thumb. I laid back down, closing my eyes, the memory flashing in my mind — the feeling of the wind as I ran, the smell of a crisp autumn in the air, falling down hard, the loud smack on concrete, my sister asking why I couldn’t just be happy for her.
“Um, I don’t remember.”
He lifted up, and I felt him looking at me. “You really don’t remember how you got a scar like this? No memory at all?”
I sat up, grabbing a blanket to cover my knee. “I don’t know, Dean.”
He looked at me, his brows furrowing. “You can say Rule 1. You don’t have to lie.”
I rolled my eyes and stood, pulling on my jeans, turning on the heater as I walked over to the canvas that had appeared on his easel.
“It’s blank,” he said from the bed before I stepped in front of it.
“What’s it going to be?” I asked, staring at the empty white space.
He shrugged and pulled on the rest of his clothes, grabbing a woven blanket from the floor before moving to the couch. I nodded, stepping away from the easel, wondering why out of all the hobbies he could have, he chose something like this.
We stayed silent as I set up my gifts and supplies on the floor next to the heater until I asked to borrow a pen.
“Sure, what kind?” he asked, picking up a jar of pens and pencils on his coffee table. As he did that, I noticed the Sun Meadows folder sitting half-haphazardly in front of him. I looked at it and then him, wondering why he’d been there and if he was really going to tell me.
He sighed. “Okay, you get two questions. But first, what kind of pen do you need?”
“One that writes?”
He looked at me blankly. “They all write. What are you writing on? What are you doing with it? I have several types. Brush, fineliner, ballpoint, fountain, graphic, drafting, reed.” He laughed as I stared at him, somewhere between impressed and stunned. “I can keep going if you want, but I think I lost you.”
“Is that how I sound when I talk about numbers?” I said with a laugh, rolling out some wrapping paper on the floor.
He laughed. “Yes, totally. I never know what you’re saying. Are you doing gift tags?”
“Yeah, I think I have stickers or something to write on in one of these bags,” I said, cutting a perfect square to wrap earrings my mom had admired months ago when we’d been shopping together.
“I’ll just make some for you,” he said, not really asking, as he sat on the floor and opened a sketchpad with thick paper.
I paused, my hand hovering over my half-wrapped present.
“You don’t have to do that.”
He shrugged. “I want to.” He glanced at me. “Plus, my pens are too nice for stickers,” he teased.
After just a few moments, he handed me a gift tag with a maroon and gold border, a holly bundle sketched on the top, “To” and “From” in a perfect script, just like the envelopes. “Thoughts?”
I smiled. “It’s perfect.”
We sat in silence for a while, the only sounds between us the paper crinkling and his pen on paper. I smiled, wrapping a box with several ties for my dad, as he absentmindedly hummed ‘Jingle Bells.’
“Dean,” I said slowly, holding back a laugh, as he groaned, realizing what he was doing.
“It’s your fault, you got me in the Christmas spirit,” he said, lightly pushing my shoulder, making me blush. “Distract me so I’ll stop. You should take off your sweater again.”
I laughed. “No, I’m cashing in on those two questions now.”
He made a face, looking at his sketchpad. “That’s way less fun.”
“Why were you there?”
“Well, I told you my dad is sick,” he said, his gaze focused on what he was doing. “But I guess I could have been more clear … he has middle-stage dementia. So I was checking out the place, so when it gets worse,” he said with a shrug, not finishing his thought.
I opened my mouth, unable to form words, completely shocked. I had assumed sick meant a fever or a cold. I would have never thought he meant something like this.
“I know,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It sucks. I told you it’s a mood killer. You should probably take off your sweater again,” he said, glancing at me with a half-smile.
I laughed, covering my mouth with my hand. He grinned at me as I turned to face him on the floor, growing more serious.
“I had no idea,” I said quietly.
“That’s kind of the goal,” he said with a laugh. “It’s not really something I tell girls I’m hooking up with. One more question,” he said, cutting out another gift tag.
I thought about this, unsure what I wanted to know. Unsure why he was being so open with me, wondering what happened to Rule 1, when I couldn’t even open up about my scar. I wanted to ask more about his dad’s diagnosis, but I figured I could research information later and try to piece it together on my own. I wanted to know something I couldn’t look up.
I took a breath. “Okay, why were you alone?”
He sat down his pen, no longer focused on his paper.
“What do you mean?”
“I guess I’m asking you about the rest of your family,” I said slowly, thinking of my mom, my dad, my sister. We couldn’t go two Sundays without having dinner together. I talked to one of my parents, if not both, at least once a day. Krista had been by my side since I was born. I couldn’t imagine going on a tour like that alone.
“I don’t have any other family,” he said with a casual shrug. “It’s just my dad and me. He has a part-time caretaker, and his neighbors are pretty cool about the whole situation. That’s who called me the other night because I guess my dad went to their house thinking it was his. But yeah,” he said, picking up his pen again. “It’s just us.”
“What about your mom?”
He raised an eyebrow, a teasing smirk on his face. “Nope, you’re all out of questions. You still feel like not telling me about your scar?”
I looked back down at my presents, realizing I’d finished wrapping gifts way earlier than I’d planned. Somehow, I always got my timing wrong when I was with him.
“You don’t have siblings,” I said, moving to sit next to him. “So you wouldn’t understand.”
He shrugged, drawing a wreath on a tag, adding small red dots of cranberries to the tiny design. “Okay, let’s switch to dinner party questions then. Was that Amendment 1.2 or 1.3? What is your favorite Christmas tradition?”
All of our traditions were so regimented, seemingly lifted from every classic holiday movie. Sometimes it felt like we were all just going through the motions. He switched pens, adding more dimension to the wreath by layering a darker green in small strokes, as I scanned through my memories.
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t overthink it,” he said easily. “Just whatever part makes you happiest. It can be stupid or small.”
I thought harder. “Okay,” I said after a minute. “For background, you have to understand that my dad is this super buttoned-up, CFO character. He doesn’t break tradition, he doesn’t play around, that whole vibe.”
Dean nodded, listening.
“So when I was really little, I guess I wouldn’t stop begging for us to open presents on Christmas Eve, just once, you know? My mom and sister were totally against the idea, saying that we should stick to tradition, why would we change things up after all these years. You would have thought I was asking them to burn down our tree or something,” I said with an eye roll, making Dean laugh.
“So I gave up on fighting it and just accepted that’s how things were with my family. But my dad … he never protested the idea,” I said slowly, clearly remembering him staying silent on the couch, a little grin in his eyes. “Once my mom and sister had gone to bed, he sat next to me where I’d been pouting on the couch and handed me a big cup of hot chocolate and one tiny present. I’d never been more excited in my life. And every year since, he and I will sneak out to the couch at exactly 11:35 p.m., share a cup of hot chocolate, and exchange one small gift. But it’s not about the gifts, though,” I said, looking down at the paper in front of me. “It’s just, like, the only time I feel like I’m on the same page with my dad…” I trailed off, ending with a shrug. “It’s stupid, I know. But something about it is fun.”
“It’s not stupid. I get what you mean.” He sat down his pen and smiled at me. “But would you tell that story at a dinner party?”
I laughed, shaking my head. “No, definitely not. I’d probably say roasting marshmallows by the fire or watching a classic movie in matching pajamas with my family.”
He laughed, his eyes the richest brown, like the best chocolate in the world, all his attention on me. He reached out, brushing his hand against my cheek, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear.
“What’s your favorite tradition?” I asked quietly, realizing after a beat that he wasn’t going to kiss me.
“I’m not a tradition kind of guy,” he said, twirling a pen between his fingers, it lightly clinking against the rings he wore.
I scoffed, telling him that was a cop-out.
“I don’t think I ever had the same holiday experience year after year. And now I think traditions involve more planning than I’m willing to do,” he said with a laugh.
“What about your favorite Christmas memory? A one-time thing?”
He looked at me, thinking about this, and I felt myself getting lost in his gaze, fighting a sudden irrational urge to touch him, to pull him closer. I looked away, focused on drawing a perfect square on scrap paper instead.
“Well, I guess one memory I always seem to think of during winter, on nights like this, is when I was like six or seven,” he said, placing his pen on the scrap paper, adding a few lines to my square, turning it into a box. “It’s the first time I remember it snowing on Christmas Eve, and I was so excited,” he said with a laugh.
I smiled, thinking of a little Dean jumping around in the snow.
“But it was super late, nearly midnight, Christmas Eve was almost over, and it just didn’t make sense to get all dressed and go out. Find gloves and hats and shit since I always lost those things, like, the minute I got them.”
I laughed, nodding, easily able to believe that. I drew a few dots on the box, and he made a couple strokes, crafting a perfect bow.
“But my dad didn’t care, he was like, let’s go, we have to check it out. We grabbed whatever we could find to keep warm. I mean, I think I was wearing his suit jacket and oven mitts or something,” he said with a laugh, handing me a different colored pen.
“So what happened next? Did you just play outside?” I asked, coloring in the bow he’d created.
“Yeah, we walked super far out in our backyard, just playing around, taking it all in. We built a snowman in the dark, the moonlight our only source of light because we didn’t think to grab flashlights. But the coolest part to me was after I made a snow angel, totally out of breath from running around like a crazy kid, I was just staring up at the sky. And I asked my dad if he thought we were going to see Santa.”
I smiled, thinking that was precious.
“And my dad said, ‘no, son, Santa isn’t real.’”
I laughed, covering my mouth, and Dean glanced at me, laughing.
“Yeah, I know, he just totally burst that bubble. Apparently when I was younger, he and my mom used to argue about whether to raise me to believe in Santa. My dad hated the idea that I would believe in something that wasn’t real. So that night, he told me that Santa wasn’t real, but we could still see some amazing things in the sky. He pointed out every constellation he knew, and I remember he said that I never had to make something up for it to feel magical. That magic exists in real life, I just have to notice it or create it on my own.”
He picked up another pen, connecting dots I’d drawn with delicate lines. I sat down my pen and smiled at him.
“That’s incredible.”
He glanced at me and kind of laughed. “Yeah. It’s cool because, as an adult, I know that we could have just waited until morning to play in the snow. But he knew he could create that unforgettable moment for me, right then, right there, and he did. It just felt like … all those books or movies and you’re like, there’s no way real moments exist like that,” he said with a laugh, shaking his head.
I smiled, nodding, and held up the little drawing we’d created together. We smiled at each other, and I slipped the drawing in my pocket, for some reason wanting to keep it for myself.
“I loved hearing that story,” I said, knowing it wasn’t something he’d tell at a dinner party.
He kind of smiled. “Yeah, I haven’t thought about it in a while. Sorry though, I got distracted, I can make you another gift tag,” he said, pulling a piece of paper toward him. I put my hand over his.
“I don’t need more tags,” I said quietly. “I’m finished.”
He smiled and moved to sit on the couch, and as I glanced at him, he looked lost in thought.
I filled out the final tag, the prettiest one he’d made, to put on my last present for Krista. I’d already bought her dresses, scarves, earrings, little things I knew she’d like, but as I’d walked through the mall, a fixed watch on my wrist and an impractical bra in a bag on my arm, I’d paused at the gumball and trinket machines near the exit.
All throughout our childhood, Krista and I would take turns buying each other “Best Friends Forever” lockets, earrings, necklaces, whatever was available and cheap enough for our allowance money to cover the cost. I still had every half of my pieces, tucked away neatly in a jewelry organizer I hadn’t opened in years. She and I would always exchange gifts on Christmas night, but when she was 16 and had her first real boyfriend, she’d wanted to spend the holiday with him. I should have known that night, as I sat in my room alone waiting on her, that things were going to be different. Right at curfew, she’d come home and sat at the foot of my bed, wearing a shiny silver necklace with a solid heart charm dangling on it, her face beaming, gushing over how nice it was.
“It’s nothing like the tacky stuff we’ve been giving each other over the years,” she’d said, looking at herself in the mirror. “I know you won’t mind, but I didn’t have time to get a BFF thing this year. We’re probably too old for that stuff anyway, right?”
I’d nodded, telling her it was okay, she was right, she knew best, I was happy for her that her boyfriend had gotten her something so nice, so unlike what we’d ever given each other.
But seven years later, standing in a crowded mall, I’d decided I’d already been impulsive, I could try it one more time, sliding a couple quarters in the machine, twisting the knob, grabbing the small ball that fell out holding two bracelets. One half of a heart said “Best Friends,” the other half, “Forever.”
I taped the tag on her gift and moved to sit next to Dean on the couch. “Thanks for helping me,” I said, wanting so badly, for no reason at all, to touch his hand again.
“Yeah, no problem,” he said. As if he could sense my unexplained desire, he busied himself with placing some more pens in the jar, not looking at me. “Something to do, you know.”
I nodded as he picked up the Sun Meadows folder, stacking it neatly under his sketchbooks. He sat back on the couch, running a hand through his hair, and took a breath.
“Should I take off my sweater again?” I asked with a smile.
He laughed and leaned his head back on the couch cushion, grinning at me. “I don’t think you’d take off your sweater at a dinner party either. You’re breaking all the rules, Skye,” he said, raising an eyebrow, that trademark smirk on his face.
I laughed and moved to sit on top of him, running my finger down the velvet of his shirt, fiddling with a button. “Well, you did say you thought I was carefree and wild.”
“I said I wasn’t sure,” he said, his hands on my hips, bringing me closer. “I need more data, weigh the variables against constants or whatever, you know, all that good stuff,” he said, leaning forward to kiss me as we both laughed, falling down on the couch, forgetting all the rules.




CHAPTER EIGHT
“Wait, wait,” I said, fumbling to find my phone in the bedsheets. “I’m sorry, I don’t want to stop, but we have to pause,” I said breathlessly, moving off of Dean and silencing my alarm.
“What just happened?” he asked, sounding dazed and looking confused, having not even noticed the alarm. “That was so good. Why did you stop?”
“We aren’t stopping, we’re just pausing,” I said, grabbing the first shirt I could find, a slouchy vintage Fair Isle patterned sweater that was definitely not mine. “It’s The Purge.”
He sat up on his elbows, watching as I rushed to get my laptop.
“The Purge?” he repeated incredulously. “What does that mean?”
I sat back down on the bed and opened my laptop. “You know, when people don’t confirm their enrollment, pay their fees in time, or,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at him, “drop out. Midnight is the deadline. So now, because of The Purge, spots open up for those of us who couldn’t get in a class the first time we made our schedules.”
He shook his head. “I definitely didn’t know about that. How long do you need to pause and purge?”
Ignoring him, I logged into my student account and navigated to my schedule.
Somehow, despite creating my spring semester schedule in October at the exact moment when classes opened up, I hadn’t been able to get the professor I wanted for Introduction to Federal Income Tax. Determined to switch classes, I’d immediately set an alarm on my phone then for this exact moment. Exactly three months ago, when I’d marked the day on my calendar — seven days after New Year’s and seven days before the start of spring classes — I’d never thought I’d be in the barista’s bed, the same barista I would kiss for the first time later that day, when my alarm went off.
Realizing this would be an extended pause, Dean put on jeans and sat next to me, watching me scroll to find the right one.
“Wow, you’re really stressed about this,” he said after a moment.
“You don’t understand, the professor I have is awful. He cancels classes all the time, he reads straight from the book, all his tests are easy. Like, you can Google his name and class and the tests are right there on the first page,” I said, clicking confirm to drop his class.
“That doesn’t sound like a class most people would want to drop,” Dean said, wrapping a chunky knit blanket around us.
“Well, I’m going to school to learn,” I said, switching to the other class, double-checking its time I selected matched the rest of my schedule. “I’m not there to coast and then hope I figure it out in the real world later. I want to be prepared for the future.”
Dean rested his head against my shoulder as I clicked enroll. Nothing happened. I clicked the button six more times, frantically, before he placed his hand over mine.
“Just give it a sec,” he said calmly.
I closed my eyes. “Did it load yet?” I asked after a moment.
“Uh, it says it’s full.”
I snapped my eyes open. “What? No, oh my god, this is a nightmare,” I said, hitting refresh, trying it again. “Oh my god,” I repeated, reading it was full with my own eyes. I hurriedly pulled up the class I’d just dropped, needing to reenroll to keep my status as a full-time student.
It was full.
“Oh my god,” I said again, feeling like I couldn’t breathe.
“What’s wrong?” Dean asked, concerned.
“This was not the plan,” I said, inhaling a shaky breath, my skin was getting hotter with each second, that familiar panic rising in my chest. “I was supposed to enroll in the good class, and now I’m not in that one or the bad one, and I think I’m going throw up.”
“Whoa, Skye, breathe, just chill out for a minute,” he said, putting steady hands on my shoulders. “Can’t you take another class? Surely there are tons of … federal income tax classes?” he said, reading off my computer screen.
“No, there aren’t,” I said, covering my face with my hands, scrambling to think, to figure out how to fix this. From the moment I enrolled in Middletown University, I knew every single class I would take and what semester I would do it, having plotted it out at the kitchen table with Krista on my right side and Dad on my left.
We had even talked about my upcoming schedule on New Year’s Day, and I had felt so prepared, so assured, already buying my textbooks with my dad’s credit card as he reminded me to send him my syllabi once I had them.
“Okay, well, can you take another accounting class?” Dean asked.
I sighed, running my hands through my hair. “No, I’ve already taken all the ones I can do until I’m a senior in the fall.”
“Such an overachiever,” he said with a smile. “Oh, you know, what about electives? Those are required for all majors, right? I remember I took some sort of organic vegetable gardening class.”
“I am not taking a gardening class.”
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know, I’m not suggesting that specific course. Have you already done your electives?”
I paused, thinking about this. I was planning to take Intro to Wine Tasting my senior year, figuring that knowing about wine would help at networking events and at important dinners in my future. I grabbed my laptop, searching for the class. It was full.
I groaned, pushing it away and flopping down on my back. Dean moved to lay on top of me.
“Skye,” he said. “Don’t stress. You’ll figure it out.”
“That’s easy for a college dropout to say,” I grumbled, turning my head away from him.
“Oh, wow,” he said, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear. “Do you get mean when you’re stressed, princess?” he said and kissed the spot just below my ear, knowing that gave me chills.
I turned my face back to him and scowled.
He smiled, unfazed. “Here’s the thing, Skye, I don’t care what anyone thinks about my dropping out. I made that decision three years ago, so my feelings can’t be hurt about it now,” he said, dropping his lips on my cheek, my forehead, my nose, kissing away my scowl.
“Why did you drop out in the first place?” I asked, still pouting.
“I already told you, school wasn’t for me,” he said, nuzzling my neck, sending more chills down my spine.
I bit my lip and shifted away from him, grabbing my phone. Krista was away with Kyle, celebrating their three month engage-iversary, a milestone I didn’t think was an actual thing no matter how many times she said it was. I thought about texting to ask what she’d do, but I didn’t want to bother her. I sighed and dropped my phone.
“Why don’t you take an art class?” Dean said, lying on his back and looking up at the ceiling. “They’re pretty fun.”
“School isn’t for fun,” I said, sounding just like my dad.
Dean laughed. “Okay, how about this argument then — it will make you more well-rounded. You could learn a new skill. Think about all those accounting majors you’ll be competing against for jobs and their resumes. I bet they all say the same thing. And you could have photography or pottery or something cool in your skill section, totally surprising the boring person who’d be interviewing you. And they’d be like, ‘wow, this girl is a math genius and super talented in the arts. We gotta hire her, pay her double.’”
I sat up on my elbows and looked at him.
He grinned. “Or whatever,” he said with a shrug. “Just go to the accounting department and explain the situation. I bet they’d let you in one of the classes.”
“Why are you being rational?” I said, unable to stop staring at him. He sat up and ran his fingers through his hair, looking at me somewhere between amused and puzzled.
“I’m not an irrational person, Skye. Why do you think that?”
“Well, you…” I trailed off, not sure how to put it into words.
“I’m what?” he said with a smirk. “A barista that dropped out of college? You think that makes me irrational?”
“I didn’t say that,” I said, frowning at him.
He raised an eyebrow, his eyes sparkling, knowing he was right.
“It’s not just that,” I said with an eye roll. “I mean, you have all these tattoos, you willingly live in a place without heat, you smash pumpkins in parking lots—”
“Actually, you smashed that pumpkin,” he said with a laugh.
I blushed and looked away. He grinned.
“Ah ha, gotcha. You know, doing what you want doesn’t make you irrational. Sometimes it makes you feel good. See, like this,” he said, kissing me as I laid down, pulling him down with me.
Two days later, I thought of what he said as I sat in the coffee shop, having arrived too early for my appointment with the accounting department chair. Somehow, I’d found myself on the university’s fine arts department webpage, looking at the class offerings, wondering which ones Dean took before he dropped out. I glanced over to where he was leaning next to the register, talking to the other barista.
I stood, quickly scanning the dead coffee shop, and walked to the counter. He glanced at me and turned, tapping the register screen.
“Hey, want another coffee?”
I glanced at the other barista who had moved to opening a bag of beans, not paying attention to us. “Were you an art major?”
Dean looked at me, slightly confused why we were having an open conversation in public. “Yeah, why?”
I slid my cup across the counter. “What was your favorite class?”
“Why are you asking me this?” He picked up my cup but didn’t move to refill it.
“Well, which one do you think someone who is not great at art should take? To be … well-rounded.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“I haven’t made a decision yet,” I said, rolling my eyes. “So don’t get too cocky. I just wanted to know all my options. Like, do you think a photography class would be miserable?”
“Do you like photography?” he asked, turning to pour my usual.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I guess. I thought about taking an intro class when I was a freshman,” I said, not revealing more. Not saying that when I’d floated that idea past my dad two years ago, he’d never looked more disappointed, saying there was no future in that, asking why I would waste my time on something so frivolous.
“Krista never took a photography class,” he’d said, looking up from the schedule we’d been creating together, his brows furrowed. “Why would you want to do that?”
I’d wanted to explain that I’d always liked the idea of photography, preferring to be behind the camera instead of in front of it, but the way he looked at me, so disappointed, so confused, as if he didn’t even recognize me, I’d agreed, deciding to take a wine class during my senior year instead.
“Yeah, why wouldn’t you do it?” Dean said, sliding my cup back to me. “I always liked my photography classes. They were fun. But I also learned a lot, so don’t freak,” he added quickly with a laugh.
The other barista wandered over to us, and I grabbed my cup. “Uh, how much are refills again?”
Dean shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Hey, let me know what you decide, I’m curious,” he said, stepping away from the register as I turned to walk back to my table.
I didn’t tell Krista or my dad. I could barely say it out loud to the accounting department chair after he’d said he could let me in the class I’d asked for, but that it was fine to wait until next semester instead if I wanted.
If I wanted, I repeated in my head later that night.
As I sat on my bed, my door closed, my room dark except for the night sky behind me and my bright computer in front of me, my cursor hovering over the Intro to Photography class, I clicked enroll.
★☽★★☽
Romance was in the air, love songs played over the speakers, dim lights twinkled above, red candles cast a soft glow on all the heart-shaped decor. Even the champagne I held was in a pink-tinted glass.
It was Valentine’s Day. And I felt like I was going to be sick.
“So, what do you think?”
I blinked at my mom, having been lost in my own thoughts.
“Oh, yeah, I think this is great.”
“It’s a shame your sister couldn’t help,” she said, smoothing her sparkling evening gown. “She looks so beautiful in a gown.”
We were at the annual Heart Gala, a charity ball that my mom had been co-chair of ever since I could remember. The past several years I’d been with Michael, an easy excuse to get out of volunteering. But this year, I didn’t have a date or a boyfriend, so I had no reason I couldn’t say yes when she asked if I could help, saying Krista obviously couldn’t.
“Are you and Brad not doing anything?” Lindy had asked when I complained about the gala as we walked out of class earlier today.
I’d rolled my eyes. “No, that’s, like, way too serious,” I said before changing the subject, asking what she and Brandon planned.
I doubted Dean even realized what the day was, and regardless, I knew we wouldn’t see each other tonight anyway. I figured being around each other on Valentine’s Day, even just for sex, veered too close to our no romance Rule 4. I already felt like I’d been pushing it on the last holiday, Christmas Eve night, when I’d realized it was snowing. I’d impulsively texted him that I was thinking of him and hoped he had a Merry Christmas, immediately regretting it the moment I hit send. He’d replied, right at 11:34, saying: Miss you, too, Skye. xoxo.
And now, snow had been replaced with hearts, and I felt like I was in a pageant all over again in a fitted satin gown — something I’d found shoved in the back of my closet — makeup, nails, and hair professionally done, heels uncomfortable, making me shift as I stood near the bar. I looked beautiful, but I’d never felt more out of place.
“So, honey, I was thinking you could help with the silent auction,” my mom said as she scanned the crowd.
“I don’t know anything about the stuff though,” I said slowly.
“You just need to be a pretty face, hon,” she said, smoothing her hands over my shoulders and adjusting a curl of my hair. Her face lit up, spotting someone behind me. “Oh, and Michael can help you. His mom signed him up to volunteer, too. He didn’t have a date for Valentine’s Day either.”
I stared at her, wanting to scream but trying to keep my composure, as she beckoned Michael over. This is why she wanted me to come so badly, asking me four times in the past two days if I was going to show up. This is why she made me feel guilty for not wanting to get my hair and makeup done until I finally gave in.
“Hey, Skylar, long time, no see,” he said, smiling. He still looked as good as when I’d dumped him, in a perfect suit, perfect blonde hair, perfect smile.
“God,” I said, rolling my eyes before I could stop myself.
Mom looked at me, horrified. “Hon, you have better manners than that.” She reached out to hug him as if no time had passed. “Michael, it’s so great to see you. How are your pre-law classes treating you?”
“They’re great. Definitely keeping me busy. So busy that I never see your daughter on campus,” he said, flashing another smile at me. “You look great, Skylar.”
“Excuse me. I need more champagne,” I said, stepping back.
“I’ll help,” he said, stepping forward. “Mrs. Taylor, would you like a glass?”
“That would be wonderful,” she said, beaming, always loving that he had such good manners.
I headed to the bar, downing my drink, not waiting on him.
“Skylar, come on, we can be civil, right?” he said, reaching out to grab my wrist.
“Michael, this is so weird. My mother is trying to set us up as if we didn’t break up almost a year ago,” I said, pulling my arm away.
“Well, you know that break up wasn’t mutual.”
I closed my eyes, wishing I didn’t have on so much makeup so I could press my fingers against my eyes to block this all out. “I can’t do this right now.”
“Does that mean you’re seeing someone?”
I opened my eyes, not sure what to say, thinking of the last time I saw Dean a week ago.
“Hey, we’ve been doing for this for four months,” I’d said, noticing the date as I sat on his bed after round one, plotting out my upcoming week in my planner.
He’d nodded from where he was lying next to me. “Yeah, I know.”
“I thought you weren’t counting,” I’d said with a laugh.
He’d shrugged. “Yeah, I wasn’t. But then you got in my head. So I guess that means we should have our first date.”
I’d stared at him, confused, my heart beating fast. “What?”
“You know, wasn’t that part of Rule 2?” he’d said with a laugh. “You said if this thing lasts longer than three months, we get tested. Unless you aren’t—”
“Oh,” I’d interrupted, suddenly feeling thrown off guard. “Right. Because we’re sleeping with other people.”
He’d looked at me, and I couldn’t read his expression. “That’s what you said. Four months ago. I’m not—“
“Yeah, no, I know what I said. I don’t need you to remind me. Yeah, we should get tested,” I’d said, snapping my planner shut and standing, hating how this somehow made my chest feel tight. “In fact, we probably shouldn’t even be doing this right now, right? So I should probably go.”
He’d sat up on his elbows, looking slightly confused. “No, you don’t have to go.”
“No, I’m going to go,” I’d said, hastily pulling on my shoes. “I have an early class tomorrow anyway. Just, I guess, text me when you’re all set, and we can meet up or something.”
“Skylar, are you seeing someone?” Michael repeated.
“Uh, no,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’m single. Clearly. I’m at a Valentine’s Day gala with my ex.”
He laughed, signaling to the bartender for our champagnes. “I’m not seeing anyone either,” he said, passing me a glass, trying to brush his fingers against mine.
We walked to the auction area, pausing to drop off Mom’s drink.
“Oh, let me get a photo of you two,” she said, grabbing her phone from her clutch.
“No, Mom, you don’t have to—”
“Don’t you just love photography now, honey?” she said in that light way of hers that made me fall silent.
Two Sunday dinners ago, Dad had asked why he’d only received four out of the five syllabi from me, assuming the other got caught in his spam. As everyone stared at me, I’d admitted to signing up for a photography class, hurriedly explaining I needed the elective, and I could take Intro to Federal Income Tax in the fall. Dad had been shocked, frustration bubbling up in his tone as he asked why I did something that we’d already talked about and decided against, recalling the exact conversation we’d had two years ago.
“Krista, back me up,” I’d said, looking at her across the table. “Didn’t you ever take a class that you wanted to take just because?”
She’d glanced to where Dad sat at the head of the table. “Um, I don’t know. I wanted to take my accounting classes. I think my elective was a lecture series on leadership.”
“I thought it was a good idea at the time,” I’d said quietly, staring at the pot roast in front of me instead of facing Dad’s disappointment.
“Is it too late to drop it and take something practical?”
“I think I missed the deadline.”
“Your GPA better not slip because of something so silly. And since I’m paying for this, I want to know about every assignment, every exam, everything. If this gets too absurd, we’ll talk to the Dean of Students and explain you made a mistake because of the school’s online scheduling system. You should have been able to get into the class Krista took when she was in school, Skylar,” he’d said, his tone signaling the conversation over.
I’d nodded, letting the topic shift to what songs Krista and Kyle should definitely play at their wedding.
“Say cheese,” Mom said as Michael slid his arm around my shoulders. I smiled the perfected pageant smile I knew she wanted, dropping it immediately as she walked away.
One minute later, my phone buzzed, signaling she’d circulated the photo in the family group text.
“We do look great together, you have to admit,” Michael said.
“There is no ‘we’ because we broke up,” I said through gritted teeth, stepping away from him and locking my phone. “Can we just focus on the auction so we can get through this night?”
He smiled, a soft smile that used to make me melt.
“Come on, let’s check out the items,” he said, offering his arm.
I sighed, glancing to where Mom was watching us. My heels were already killing me, so I reluctantly linked my arm with his.
We walked up and down tables, browsing expensive jewelry and vacation packages, as “At Last” played over the speakers. He talked about how school was going, our favorite subject. He still had a stellar GPA, just like he had when we’d been together, and was already studying for his LSATs, always so prepared. I downed my second glass of champagne as he asked what my favorite class was this semester.
“Photography,” I said without thinking.
“Are you not an accounting major anymore? Why would you take a photography class?” 
Somewhere between the vacation packages and art pieces, he’d put his arm around me. It was a familiar feeling, almost three years of history and memories coming back like they were yesterday. I sighed, lightly pushing him away and ignoring his question.
“Do you like art?” I asked, slowing down to look at the pieces.
“I’ll like it if that means I could take you to a gallery or museum. We could catch up,” he said, his voice dripping with charm.
My phone buzzed with Krista’s response to the photo, four heart-eye emojis. I locked the screen and rolled my eyes.
“At least agree to coffee,” Michael said, taking my hand. I looked down at his perfect, barren hand, wondering what it would have felt like if he had rings and tattoos.
“Why are you pushing this so much?” I asked, pulling my hand away. “Is my mom bribing you or something?”
He laughed and shook his head, growing serious. “Skylar, don’t you miss being one half of a perfect couple? Because I really do.”
I avoided his gaze, feeling my phone buzz again. Dad suggested inviting Michael over for family dinner. I hastily locked my phone, crossed my arms, and stepped away from him, feeling that familiar panic, the feeling of being on stage, all eyes on me, everyone wanting more from me than I could give, being part of some game, some competition, that I’d never asked to be a part of in the first place.
And then I saw the painting.
I blinked twice, confused, wondering if I was mistaken. I stepped away from Michael, drawn to the painting. Even though I’d only seen it once, two months ago, I recognized it immediately. The exact replica of where I’d stood outside with Dean, looking at the farmhouse and carriage house. Seeing it again, the stars looked even brighter, outshining the moon, a cold light washing over the whole scene, and I felt like I was right there all over again, a blanket bringing us closer, laughing and kissing.
“Can you get me another champagne?” I asked Michael quickly, handing him my empty glass. As he walked away, I stepped even closer, glancing at the bidding list. The night was young, and it was already up to $3,500.
“Isn’t this lovely?” Mom said, appearing seemingly out of nowhere, probably watching us the whole time.
“How did you get this painting?”
She looked at it closer, trying to remember. “I’m not sure, sweetie. Another member is over the artwork. It is quite stunning, isn’t it?” She lightly tapped the bidding list with a smile. “And that’s why we only allow pieces by the best local artists.”
“The best local artists?” I repeated. “What do you mean?”
She added her own bid, upping the price to $4,000. “We don’t just accept any random person with a paintbrush. They have to have a reputation for excellence,” she said, wondering why I was suddenly so interested. “Do you think this would look nice in our guest bedroom?”
“I have to go,” I said, stepping away from her as I spotted Michael turning from the bar. “Excuse me, sorry,” I added, knowing she was miffed at my rudeness.
I walked out of the hotel ballroom and found a bathroom, checking it was empty before pulling out my phone.
“Hey, Skye, what’s up?” he answered in that easy tone of his.
“Why am I at the Heart Gala and your painting is here?”
“Which painting is it?” he asked, completely unfazed by my question and hurried tone.
“The stars one, your backyard, the two houses,” I said, wondering how many paintings he had as I looked at myself in the mirror, realizing my face was flushed.
“Oh, yeah, some woman from Junior League asked if I would be willing to donate one of my pieces for that auction, and I said sure. Why? Also, why are you there?”
“My mom is the event co-chair,” I said, hesitating as a woman I didn’t know walked into the bathroom. “I thought painting was just a silly hobby of yours, Dean,” I said, my voice hushed.
“Why are you whispering?” he asked in a mock whisper, and I knew he was grinning. “I never said painting was a hobby of mine, by the way. But what are you doing at the gala? More importantly, what are you wearing?”
I rolled my eyes, holding back a laugh. “I have to go.”
“Okay, I’ll see you later. Happy Valentine’s Day, princess,” he said with a smile, hanging up before I had a chance to react. I took a deep breath, avoiding my own smile in the mirror, and walked back to the ballroom.
★☽★★☽
I sat at my usual table, glancing at the counter for the fifth time tonight. The barista kind of smiled, probably wondering why I kept looking at him. I smiled slightly, shifting in my seat, trying to focus.
“So, yeah, I guess that’s when I knew I wanted to become a competitive fly fisher,” Jake said as I looked back at him.
“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, having missed most of the story. “You want to be a fisherman?”
“Fly fishing, competitively.”
I looked at my watch.
“I think we should stop this date. I’m sorry. I just … don’t want to do this anymore,” I said, almost feeling bad, but not bad enough to keep this going.
After he left, understandably shocked and angry, I glanced at my watch again. He clocked in at 23 minutes.
I walked over to the counter. The barista looked at me, waiting on my order. I took a deep breath. “Hi, could I get a decaf refill and, um, do you know if Dean is working tonight?”
“Yeah, he usually does, but I’m covering for him tonight.”
I nodded, quickly thanking him and paying for my refill. I opened my date notebook, flipping through the pages, scanning the past 10 lackluster dates I’d had since the beginning of this year, already bored by the memories. They all felt the same, each guy just like the one before, none of them even lasting longer than 31 minutes.
I checked my watch again and pulled out my phone.
“I’m sitting here, looking at a barista who is not nearly as attractive as you,” I said once he’d answered. “And I was wondering if I should see if he wanted to make out in my car.”
Dean laughed. “From my experience, there are much better things you could do in a car. But yeah, I’d vote no. I think he’s taken.”
“Dang. Well, do you know any single, attractive baristas who like to do things in cars? Because I haven’t seen the one I know in two weeks.”
He laughed again, and I wondered where he was, what he was doing, why exactly he wasn’t here tonight when I knew he worked Monday nights.
“What are you up to? Actually, don’t tell me because I bet I can guess,” he said quickly. “You’re sitting there, a half-empty coffee cup next to your little secret notebook, and you have this little frown on your face, annoyed at whatever stupid thing your bad date said. And I bet you’re tapping your pen like a million miles a minute, completely unaware just how distracting it is to the other people in there, how every single tap is something, I dunno, a barista trying not to pay attention to you on those dates keeps hearing.”
I looked down at my hand, dropping my pen. “So is that why you aren’t working tonight? The clicking of my pen? Or my dates?”
He laughed. “Rule 1 or Rule 2, I’m not sure,” he said with a smile.
I stood, sliding my notebook in my backpack, and tossed my half-empty coffee cup in the trash before heading to my car. “So what are you doing? Are you busy?”
He groaned. “I’m actually sick, so I can’t see you.”
“You’re sick? What does that mean?”
“I have a cold,” he said, and as I listened closer, I realized his voice did sound slightly scratchy. “And possibly delirious from cough medicine I found that might have been expired. So yeah, super hot stuff over here.”
“You sound irresistible,” I said with a laugh.
He laughed again and then coughed. “Okay, I have to go. You keep making me laugh, and it’s making me cough. Goodnight, Skye.”
“You’re home early,” Krista said, surprised as I walked in before 10. “How was your date?”
I rolled my eyes and tossed her my date notebook. “Awful.”
“Then why do you have that smile on your face?” she asked, taking the lemonade I handed her as she read my pro and con list.
“I don’t,” I said, glancing at the poster boards paneled on our living room wall. “Did you figure out the deejay yet?”
She rolled her eyes, launching into some elaborate story about how the deejay wanted their love song suggestions and that they just hadn’t had time to decide on their favorites. I halfway listened to her as I ate, nodding at the right intervals, until she segued.
“Speaking of love songs,” she said slowly with a grin, “Mom said you and Michael hit it off last week on Valentine’s Day. She said you two had a moment as ‘At Last’ played.”
“She said what?” I asked, shocked.
“He had his arm around you, you two held hands,” she said, a silly grin on her face. “Does this mean you’re getting back together?”
I shook my head, suddenly not wanting to eat anymore, the chicken nugget feeling stuck in my throat.
“Why not? Don’t you want to be happy with a guy who gets you?”
“I am happy. Alone,” I added quickly.
“You keep looking for the perfect guy in this notebook when he’s right in front of you, Skylar,” she said with a sigh. “It’s Michael. I tried to tell you that before you broke up with him.”
I stood, picking up my backpack from the floor. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. And you know, Krista, despite what you think, you don’t always know best.”
She looked at me like I’d slapped her. I’d never been this direct with her, and I immediately felt guilty.
I sighed. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m just tired.”
“Tired from your demanding courses?” she said, standing with her hands on her hips. “That photography class must be so hard.”
I stepped back, my turn to feel the sting of her words. I turned and walked into my bedroom, resisting the urge to slam my door, knowing that was just as childish as sitting on my bed and fighting back tears.
★☽★★☽
I knocked on the door, feeling completely and totally stupid, the same adrenaline I’d felt months ago when I’d smashed a pumpkin coursing through my veins now.
“Hey,” Dean said, confused when he opened the door. “Did I drunk-on-cough-syrup text you?”
“Well, you said it was expired,” I said, my words coming out too fast, but I couldn’t stop them. “And I was thinking, you know, if you died or something from it, the police would see that I was the last person you talked to on the phone and then they would search your place and see we had some weird contract, and I don’t have time for a whole interrogation, trial thing.”
I held up the grocery bag with cough syrup inside, squinting, feeling embarrassed. He laughed and shook his head, a teasing smirk appearing on his face.
“I also looked up if cough syrup is vegan, and honestly, there’s a lot of information out there about veganism that I didn’t have time to digest in the store.”
He laughed lightly, sitting the bag on the island as I stepped inside. “What time is it?”
I glanced at my watch. After I’d calmed down from fighting with Krista, I left our apartment, texting her once I was in the grocery story that I was going to the library to study, figuring I would sneak in after she fell asleep.
“It’s 10:53. And yes, I thought about it, and I realize you need rest, and I shouldn’t have come by, so I’ll just leave this and let you get back to bed.”
“You’re talking so fast, and I can’t tell if it’s because I’m groggy or because you’ve lost your mind,” he said with a smile.
He looked adorable, rumpled and tired from being sick. He almost looked normal in casual clothes, except his joggers were gradient in color, starting white and ending black, rolled at the bottom, revealing an ankle tattoo that I’d either missed or was new, and a tattered v-neck henley, no jewelry in sight.
“I’ll go. I also got this, though,” I said, pulling out a small container of vegan ice cream. “When I was a kid, my parents would always give me ice cream when I was sick. I don’t know if it was for medical purposes or just because it shut me up. So I thought it was worth a shot.”
He laughed, picking it up and turning it over in his hands. “You didn’t have to do this,” he said slowly as if he couldn’t quite believe I had. I couldn’t either.
“Yeah, I know,” I said, shrugging. “It’s stupid. I’ll let myself out.”
“Wait, Skye,” he said, following me.
I stopped at the door, my back to him. “You’re sick. So that means we won’t have sex, so I shouldn’t stay.”
“Right,” he said. I felt him step away. “I guess that’s the rule.”
I put my hand on the doorknob, looking down at the floor. “I’ll see you later, Dean.”
“You know,” he said, a smile in his voice, “if you leave now and I die, not only are you the last person I spoke to on the phone, but you’re also the last person I saw, in my place, bringing me food. That’s, like, basically an immediate lock-her-away-and-throw-away-the-key situation. Probably wouldn’t even need a trial.”
I smiled, turning and leaning against the door, my hand still on the doorknob. “You’re serious?”
He nodded. “Oh yeah, very serious. You should probably at least split this ice cream with me so I know it’s not poisonous. I’m starting to get suspicious myself. This could very well be the perfect crime.”
I laughed, dropping my hand and stepping toward him. “You’re officially delusional.”
“Come on then, prove me wrong,” he said with a grin, grabbing the ice cream, two spoons, and the cough syrup.
“You first, so we don’t share germs,” he said, passing me the ice cream as he poured himself a cough syrup shot on the couch.
I turned on the heater, moving it closer to him, and picked up the remote from the coffee table, flipping through channels until I found the right one.
“Okay, so in addition to the ice cream, my parents would turn on a game show to keep me busy so my brain wouldn’t turn to mush.”
He laughed. “You still had to learn stuff on sick days?”
I laughed, having never thought about it that way. “It’ll distract you, I promise. You’ll feel better.”
He smiled. “I already feel better.”
I lightly pushed him. “You need to lie down. You know, you’re being sick all wrong.”
“I like this whole nurse fantasy,” he said with a grin.
I scoffed. “Why can’t I be a doctor?”
“I’m down for that, too,” he said as I tossed a blanket at him. He laughed again, stifling a cough, and faced the television. I rolled my eyes, biting back a smile, and focused on the ice cream as we watched a trivia game show.
“How was the Heart Gala?” Dean asked during a commercial break, closing his eyes. “What were you wearing? I’ve heard it’s like black tie or something.”
I rolled my eyes at the memory of my gown. “I was wearing this awful satin dress from my pageant days.”
He opened his eyes and sat up on his elbows, this fact giving him a small burst of energy. “Pageant days?”
I blushed, realizing what I’d said. “Oh god, please forget I said that. I retroactively call Rule 1.”
“You can’t retroactively call a rule,” he said with a laugh, lying back down and coughing. “I can’t believe you’re an actual beauty queen. I mean, I believe it because, damn, look at you, but still. It makes calling you princess so much sweeter.”
I rolled my eyes. “Shut up. I didn’t like doing it.”
“Really? A girl like you, gorgeous and competitive? You probably loved it.”
“No, I didn’t,” I said, sounding more serious than I intended.
He looked at me, realizing he’d struck a nerve, but didn’t press.
I sighed. “I had, like, a panic attack every time before I went on stage. I hated it. I never wanted to compete. My mom just figured because my sister liked it so much, I probably would, too. And I never figured out how to tell her or Krista that I wanted to quit.”
“That sucks, Skye,” he said, taking the ice cream I offered. “I’m sorry you had to do something you didn’t want to. That’s not fair.”
I shrugged, looking away. “It’s not a big deal. That’s kind of how it is, you know,” I said, stopping myself short as my voice broke.
He sat the ice cream down and reached out for me. Without overthinking it, without even caring that he was sick, it was late, and I should be at the library, without hesitating or speaking because, somehow, we were so sync, I laid down with him. He wrapped his arm around my waist, and I tucked my head on his shoulder, our fingers interlocked, the blanket covering both of us. I knew that he could feel the air between us had shifted and how my heart was beating fast and hard in my chest. How it didn’t slow down, not even when he fell asleep, still holding me.




CHAPTER NINE
“This is a great song,” I said, laughing, as Dean shook his head.
“It’s a cheesy romance song,” he said, leaning against the counter, straightening a stack of cups. “Are you planning a cookie-cutter wedding? Every wedding in the history of the world has played ‘My Girl,’ and no one remembers one experience from the other.”
I picked up my empty coffee cup and walked over to him. “I have to choose classics. No one wants to dance to a song they don’t know.”
He picked up his phone, switching to “Build Me Up Buttercup.”
“Okay, how about this? A song about a guy who likes a girl who doesn’t even notice. That’s romance, right?”
I rolled my eyes in response as he poured me coffee.
As a peace offering to Krista, after a week of the silent treatment, I’d offered to help come up with wedding song suggestions. And after Dean caught me humming “I Can’t Help Myself” for the twentieth time, he became involved, playing love songs over the coffee shop speakers while I studied at night.
“It kills two birds with one stone,” he’d explained one night before we made out against his car. “You can study, listen to cheesy songs, and I can help you so you don’t only choose cliche ones. So I guess technically it’s three birds, math genius. Just don’t expect me to play love songs when you have your silly dates,” he’d said with a grin, kissing me before I could react.
At first, I’d make notes about the songs to myself, but then, as the nights grew later and the coffee shop became empty, leaving just us, we would find ourselves debating the selections, me at my table, him at the counter.
“You keep choosing songs that aren’t really love songs,” I said as he handed me my cup, our fingers brushing. “You keep choosing pining songs. Do you even know what love is?”
I pointed at the speakers overhead, my point proven, as he switched the song to “Linger” by The Cranberries. He laughed, ignoring where I tried to hand him money for my refill.
“Oh, right, you’re the expert on love. Let me see that date notebook of yours again.”
I laughed, trying to scowl. “And to answer your question, yes, I kind of am planning a classic, albeit cookie-cutter, wedding. If you knew my sister, you’d know that’s exactly what she wants.”
“So then I guess you’re nothing like your sister.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked, surprised by that assessment.
Before he could answer, my phone rang at my table and a couple walked in the shop. I glanced over my shoulder at him as he took their order and moved to make lattes, still caught off guard by someone thinking I was different from Krista.
“Hi, Dad,” I said, forcing a smile as he started asking about midterms, going down the list of my courses, making sure I was prepared. He was even more focused on me than usual because at family dinner, Krista, still upset with me from our fight, had said because I was staying late at the library so much recently, I must be totally overwhelmed.
“You need to explain this one to me, Skylar, because it just sounds like a made-up assignment,” Dad said once we got to my photography class, his exasperation apparent over the phone. “How is this a midterm? There isn’t even a rubric.”
“Hold on, let me see,” I said, scrambling in my backpack to find the syllabus. I kept it on hand, referencing it almost every time he called. I flipped through the pages and held back a sigh. “Okay, yes, I do see that there isn’t a rubric, but the assignment made sense when my professor explained it. I promise, Dad, I’m not just—”
“I just don’t understand,” he said, somewhere between confused and disappointed. “It sounds like you’re just supposed to take a bunch of pictures. How are you learning anything?”
“There’s more to it than that.”
I tried to explain, but he wouldn’t listen, launching into his usual lecture on how now isn’t the time to slack off, there would be time to have silly fun once I was retired, but right now, I should be working toward my goals, didn’t I want what he and my mom had, what Krista and Kyle had.
I mumbled my agreement, watching Dean straighten chairs and wipe down tables, getting ready to close the shop, as The Cure’s “Friday I’m In Love” played over the speakers.
After I’d hung up, the sound of his disappointment still vibrating in my head, I looked down at my crumpled syllabus, knowing I’d never admit to him that even though I was learning and hadn’t had this much fun in a class in my life, I was also struggling on this midterm. I could ace any test any day, but this assignment had thrown me for a loop.
We were supposed to take four photos, one to represent past, future, love, and inspiration. To showcase the past, I’d taken a photo of all the halves of my BFF charms, stacked perfectly on my bedroom dresser with an old family photo blurred in the background. For the future, after I met Krista for lunch to go over floral arrangement ideas, I’d taken a photo of her accounting firm, the sky gray behind it. For love, I’d easily convinced Krista to let me take her photo, her smile bright, hand on her hip, hair curled just so, in a beautiful dress, a perfected pose.
But I didn’t know what to do to represent inspiration. I had taken exactly 57 photos, trying to find the perfect shot of just about anything in my apartment, on campus, even at my parents’ house, but nothing felt right.
“Skye, what’s wrong?” Dean asked, pulling away as we made out against his car after he’d closed the shop.
“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “Sorry. I was just thinking about school.”
Dean looked at me, waiting on me to explain.
I shook my head again.
“If you tell me, you’ll feel better, and then we can both feel really good,” he said, lightly kissing me. “Or are you still avoiding my place?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not avoiding your place. I told you, my sister is getting on my case about staying out late. She threw me under the bus at family dinner, saying I’m ‘staying late at the library so much.’ So I just need to … be normal for a while longer.”
I hadn’t been back to his place since he’d been sick two weeks ago — untangling from our embrace after one more game show, telling him I had to go but I would see him again soon. Since then, we were back to how we’d been five months ago, fooling around in his car after he closed the shop.
He sighed, leaning against his car and squinting up at the sky.
“Is that the only reason? Because I’ve told you if you feel weird about me breaking Rule 4 when I was sick, just remember I was drugged out my mind. From the drugs you brought me,” he teased, lightly nudging me.
“No, it’s not that,” I said honestly. “Midterms are next week. I’m just stressed.”
“I’ve never seen you stressed out about school work,” he countered. “And especially not tests.”
“Well, it’s not a test.”
I groaned as he gave me all his attention, listening, caring.
“Fine,” I said, giving in, telling him all about the assignment, how I couldn’t find what inspired me, how each photo made up 25 percent of my grade, and there was no way I could settle for a 75.
“That’s a C,” I reminded him. “I don’t make Cs. You know that.”
“I know,” he said, his fingers brushing my wrist. I scooted closer, wishing it was below 20 degrees so we could touch. But winter was disappearing, spring slowly breaking through the air, and I didn’t have a good enough reason to take his hand. “Why don’t you turn in one of the, what’d you say, fifty-five photos you took? I’m sure one of them is good.”
“Fifty-seven,” I replied. “I can’t just turn something in, Dean. It has to be perfect.”
“Maybe that’s the problem,” he said, facing me. “Maybe you’re so focused on perfection that you’re overlooking something great.”
I looked up at the sky, trying to count the stars, but the lights from campus made it impossible.
“Well, maybe you could help me.”
“Of course,” he said easily, moving back in front of me. “I don’t work tomorrow. And it’ll be Saturday, so surely you can make up some excuse to sneak away. Maybe we could actually see each other when the sun is out.”
“Like, during the day?”
“That’s usually when the sun is out,” he said, a smile in his voice, kissing my neck, twisting his fingers in my hair. “Just once, I don’t want a coffee counter and a table between us or to race against a clock you keep checking.”
He kissed me again, leaving me breathless, making me nod, agreeing without a second thought, knocking on his door the next day. He smiled when he opened the door.
“So tell me, what excuse did you use today? Library? SGA? Volunt—” he started, but I cut him off, pulling him close, kissing him the second I stepped inside.
We didn’t waste any time getting to the bed, only breaking apart to say how much we missed each other, not taking the time to correct ourselves, that we meant just this, just sex.
★☽★★☽
I stared at the canvas, trying to distract myself from feeling self-conscious as Dean flipped through the photos on my camera.
“This is beautiful,” I said, taking in the painting. It was another landscape, this time of some sort of rocky trail, leaves and lush bushes dotting the path, skinny evergreen trees in the background, the sun bursting through the branches, almost as if it was hitting me in the eyes.
He glanced over at me. “Yeah, it’s not done,” he said, distracted.
“Really? It looks finished.”
He sat down my camera on the coffee table and stood behind me, crossing his arms.
“I need to fix the light,” he said as if I could tell.
I turned to look at him as he studied the painting. I couldn’t believe I’d thought this had been just a hobby for him, unable to stop wondering what else I’d gotten wrong.
“So does this exist in real life?” I asked after a moment. “Like how your Heart Gala painting was a real place?”
He nodded and moved back to the couch. “Yeah, it’s a trail nearby. The one near the golf course?”
I nodded, knowing exactly where he was talking about, having been to that golf course a thousand times — working as a drink girl in the summers during high school, learning how to play with Dad and Krista, celebrating Father’s Day and Easter with my family in its country club. I had no idea there was a trail near it.
“So when are you going to finish this painting?” I asked, really wondering when he was going to tell me his thoughts on my photos. 
“Whenever I go back out there. I need to see it one more time to get the sunlight just right.”
“Will you show me?”
“Show you what?” he asked, flipping through the photos on my camera again, still not saying anything about what he saw. He must have hated every single one.
“Show me the trail. It’s a two-birds-one-stone situation. I’ve decided that nothing inspires me. It’s just not something that I think is part of who I am, you know? I’m the kind of girl who is inspired to finish assignments because I’ve been assigned them. I don’t think there’s a secret deeper layer. So what if you helped me take the perfect photo? I can get an A on my midterm, and you can see the trail again to finish your painting?”
He looked at me, a slightly surprised expression on his face. “What about Rule 3?”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s not a date if it’s for school. I just need to get an A, you know?”
He stood and shrugged. “Okay, whatever you wanna do. I have a couple more paintings I need to start next week, so it would be awesome to finish this one this weekend.”
He grabbed his keys from the kitchen island as I grabbed my camera, both of us already in motion, not stopping to overthink.
“So are you going to tell me what you think about my photos?” I asked once we stepped on the trail.
I couldn’t believe this place was something that had been here my whole life, something I’d overlooked every single time I’d been at the golf course, missing the sign right at the edge of the parking lot pointing to where it started.
“I mean, it’s clear by your silence you think I suck,” I added.
“I don’t think that at all,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.
“So why haven’t you given me feedback?”
“I’m not sure how helpful my thoughts would be. Photography isn’t my focus. I’m a painter. You’ve got all the technical stuff down anyway,” he said with a shrug.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t need to tell you about aperture and aspect ratio and all that. That stuff makes perfect sense to you. It’s textbook,” he said, nodding for me to follow him.
“Then what’s the problem?” I asked, somehow feeling even more self-conscious even though he’d paid me a compliment.
“It’s not a problem. It’s just … not something you can find in a textbook or learn in a classroom. Let me see if I can explain this. Look at this tree,” he said, stopping and pointing in front of us. “What do you see?”
“A tree.”
He laughed and stood behind me so we had the same perspective.
“Okay, but what else?”
“Branches?”
“You’re just describing a tree, Skye. You aren’t looking at it.”
I faced him, annoyed I was getting this wrong. “What are you talking about? It is a tree. I know I’m right about that fact.”
He laughed and put his hands on my shoulders, gently turning me back to the tree.
“Yes, I know you know what a tree is, I’m not questioning that. But really look at it. Take a deep breath, stand here for four seconds, and don’t think about anything else but looking at it. Seeing it.”
I shook my head. “This is stupid. Professor Edison has never said to do that.”
“Give me your camera. I’m having a hard time explaining this, but once you get this part, everything is going to change. You’re just glancing at this tree, assuming it looks like every tree you’ve seen before. You aren’t looking at it,” he said, taking the camera and adjusting some settings. “You’re not seeing the sunlight streaming through the branches or how the chestnut bark contrasts perfectly with the crimson leaves. If you just take a second and look, and not just snap a photo really fast, you’ll know what to focus on to capture the details of this particular tree.”
He snapped a photo and handed me the camera. “See the difference?”
I stared at the image. Somehow, he’d captured the branches curving just so, almost cupping the light that streamed through the leaves, the feeling of the stillness on the trail, the slight chill in the air.
“How did you do that? That’s not what it looked like.”
“It takes time,” he said as I stared at the tree in front of us, seeing what he’d captured in reality, what I’d overlooked.
“All your photos are great,” he said, stepping away from where we were standing. “And I’m not just saying that. It’s clear that you understand the beauty of symmetry. But you move too fast, just trying to get it done like it’s a check on your to-do list. You’re distracted by everything around you. The next photo you take, just take a moment, breathe, take it all, appreciate the little details, and then take the photo.”
“No one told me that,” I said quietly. “That wasn’t in class.”
He smiled. “I know. It’s more of a feeling kind of thing,” he paused, looking at me carefully. “You know your best photo?”
I shook my head.
“It was the one of a woman,” he said as we walked side by side, rocks crunching under our boots. “I’m not sure who she is, but all the details are there, front and center, capturing who she is in an instant. Her hair, her smile, even how her hands looked, resting just so on her hip. Whoever that is, you know her. You see her.”
I stopped, making him turn to look at me. “That’s my sister.”
“Oh,” he said and nodded. “Yeah, then that makes sense.”
We walked in silence as I felt a way I couldn’t explain until he stopped. We were standing exactly where his painting began. He sat down on the leaves on trail’s edge and patted the spot next to him.
“We have to wait for the sun to hit just right,” he explained. “It won’t take long, promise.”
I sat down next to him and looked at the tree-line, trying to see it how he did.
“So you took this class, too, right? What photos did you turn in?”
He glanced at me and grinned. “Well, I actually didn’t exactly follow the assignment guidelines, if you can believe it.”
I laughed. “Of course. What did you do?”
“I only turned in one photo,” he said, pulling out his phone and scrolling through his photos. “Even though that was like five or six years ago, I think I took a picture of it a few months ago when I saw it. Yeah,” he said and handed me his phone.
I took it, looking at a photo of a framed photo. It was of an older man in a suit standing in front of a large, white Colonial style house. He had his hands in his suit jacket pockets, his head thrown back in laughter. I could instantly tell he was caught at the exact moment when he was happiest. His shadow stretched across the grass that looked golden from the sunlight. I felt like I could hear the laughter, feel the warmth from the sun, the happiness in the air. Something about the photo seemed so bright, so hopeful. The photo made me believe he was the kind of man you wanted to get to know, the kind you knew had amazing stories to share.
“This photo is stunning. Who is this?”
“My dad,” he said, his gaze on the trees in front of us. “Past, future, love, inspiration. That was the day after he was diagnosed and, yet, he still found something to laugh about.” He glanced at me. “Don’t look too sad. It’s okay,” he said with a smile. “Also, I got a hundred on the midterm. So it paid off to break the rules.”
I kind of laughed, resting my head against his shoulder.
“Dean, I’m really sorry about your dad,” I said quietly. “I don’t know what to say about the whole situation, and I don’t know if you want me to say anything. But you can always talk to me about it. Even if that means breaking Rule 1.”
He smiled, kissing the top of my head. “I know, Skye.”
We sat in silence for a moment until he shifted, leaning back on his palms, squinting at the scene in front of us.
“This is it,” he said, nodding to the trees. “This is what I’m going to paint. The light just like this. You should practice taking some photos. This light is golden. Any shot you take is going to be perfect.”
I stood, stepping away from where he sat. I tried to practice what he said, taking in the details, slowing down, but I could feel myself overthinking, holding my breath, unable to focus. I turned to ask for his advice, realizing I’d walked several paces away from him.
He was leaning back on his tatted hand, his arm flexing just so, his other arm propped on his knee, his sleeve tattoo looking extra bright against his white v-neck, the colors almost matching the yellow and red leaves on the ground where he sat, his fingers twisted in his dark hair, his earrings thin silver hoops, his expression serious, his chocolate brown eyes focused on the sky. He was absolutely right — the light was golden, washing over him, little pieces of dust sparking around him like magic. I took a breath and held up my camera.
★☽★★☽
“Skylar, come on, we don’t want to be late. Why this is locked?” Krista said, trying to open my bedroom door, shaking the knob. “I want to borrow your jean jacket.”
“One sec, sorry, I’m changing,” I said, hovering my cursor over the submit button on my photography class’s dropbox.
I rolled my eyes at the fact that my final photo — labeled inspiration — was undeniably the best one, ignoring that I was blushing at the same time.
“Skylar,” she said, knocking on the door again. “Kyle is going to be here any minute to pick us up.”
“Krista, geez, I’m coming,” I snapped, taking a deep breath, hitting submit, and snapping my laptop shut.
I opened the door, handing her my jean jacket, and pulled her away from my room, terrified she’d open my laptop for some reason and see the photo I’d taken of Dean, the only one right for my final submission.
“You seem out of it tonight,” Krista said once we were in Kyle’s car. “Are you stressed about midterms?”
“No, I feel good about those,” I said, distracted, as a text from Dean popped up.
“Uptown Girl” — classic love song, right? Even if pining is involved. What are you doing tonight?
“Hey, can I play a song?” I asked, switching to his suggestion after Krista passed me Kyle’s phone.
We had been texting throughout the day, debating love songs between casual conversation. He had shared the most ridiculous orders from the coffee shop as I tried to explain why I liked my Principles of Management Information Systems class so much. He’d sent me photos of weird things at an estate sale he’d stopped at on the way to the gym while I’d shared photos of my old pageant dresses as I cleaned my closet. Just light dinner party topics.
“Your song suggestions have been killer,” Krista said.
Family dinner. Pot roast and prose. Just kidding, trying to be poetic, but really I just sit there and count down the seconds until I go home.
You’re the only person I know that would mean that literally. Exactly how many seconds?
I smiled, doing the math in my head, and typed back.
“Skylar, come on,” Krista said.
I glanced up, realizing we were in our parents’ driveway.
“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head, feeling like I’d been in a trance since yesterday. After we’d returned to his place — and I’d tucked away my camera, saying I was too self-conscious for him to see any of the photos I’d taken — we’d quickly become distracted by the unlimited amount of time we felt like we had together, not leaving his bed for seemingly hours. I had to tear myself away, running late for dinner with Lindy, but as soon as I’d gotten home, we had started texting each other, not stopping until now.
“Honey, no phones at the dinner table,” Mom reminded me.
I put it in my pocket as she continued her story about redecorating the guest bedroom. I was barely listening to the conversation around the table — feeling the weight of my phone, trying to think of a witty comeback to Dean’s last teasing text — until Kyle addressed me.
“Were you at the golf course yesterday? I thought I saw you.”
Everyone looked at me, and my focus immediately snapped back to reality.
“What?” I said, mid-bite, trying to think of something, anything, to say, to push past how frozen I felt.
“Yeah, in the parking lot? I thought I saw you, but you were with some guy I didn’t recognize. He had a bunch of tattoos.”
I chewed my pot roast slowly, begging it to last longer, knowing Mom would be horrified if I spoke with food in my mouth.
“Surely not,” Mom said immediately, aghast at the thought.
“Skylar was at spin class when you were golfing, babe. She wouldn’t be with some guy with tattoos,” Krista said with a laugh.
He nodded, having never questioned her in his life.
“Yeah, you’re so right, babe. Honestly, Skylar, seeing you now, she didn’t really look like you,” he said, shaking his head at the memory. “This girl looked different.”
I swallowed my food, nodding, still at a loss for words.
Mom laughed with Krista, relieved, and shook her head at the idea that her youngest daughter, the one who tried so hard to be perfect at all times at any cost, would be seen with a guy with a bunch of tattoos outside the country club.
I glanced at Dad. He wasn’t laughing with the rest of them, but instead, looking at me the same way he looked at his calendar, his notes, studying every detail so he would never be caught off guard.
His knowing gaze was the reason I opened my mouth, desperate for the only distraction I knew would work, the words tumbling out before I had a chance to stop them.
“So, um, I was thinking of reaching out to Michael to see if he wanted to get coffee. And I thought you all would be excited about that. So that’s why I was on my phone,” I said, glancing at my beaming mother. “Sorry,” I added, feeling guilty for too many reasons to accurately count.




CHAPTER TEN
“You know, it doesn’t matter how many times you do it, it’s not funny,” I said, trying to hide the smile on my face.
Dean laughed, tossing my empty coffee cup in the trash. “Oh, come on, those dudes don’t even notice.”
I rolled my eyes. Ever since he’d gained control of the coffee shop speakers, he thought it was hilarious to play “Closing Time” right as my dates wrapped up. Without fail, no matter how long they lasted, he always got the timing down perfectly. As soon as the first notes would start over the speakers, I’d glance at him, but he’d already be moving on to something else, opening a bag of beans, making a latte, straightening cups, as if every time was pure coincidence.
“Yeah, but I notice,” I said, sliding my date notebook in my backpack. “It’s distracting.”
He grinned, not bothering to respond, as he walked back to the counter. I watched him from my table as he finished closing the shop, studying the way he moved so easily, a lightness in every motion, the way he held things, delicately and focused, and I realized it was probably because he was more a painter than a barista.
He looked over at me as he punched out at the register, catching my gaze with a smile. I stood, tossing my backpack over my shoulder as he came around the counter.
“So you waiting around, does that mean you’re coming back to my place?” he asked, opening the door for me before locking it.
I grinned and shook my head. He rolled his eyes, wrapping his arm around my waist as we walked to our cars.
“Okay, the next silly little date you have, I won’t play it. Does that make you happy? Now will you come back to my place, princess?”
“I can’t,” I said as we leaned against my car. “I have to get up early tomorrow morning.”
“I’m not asking you to stay over,” he said, kissing my neck, moving down to my collarbone as his hand moved up my shirt. “Rule 5, remember? It’s Friday, midterms are over, your Spring Break starts on Monday. Between me working doubles and you studying every hour, we haven’t seen each other in a week. I miss you,” he said lowly, his breath against my skin, sending chills down my spine.
“You make a really compelling argument,” I said with a laugh. “But I really can’t this time. I’m getting an early breakfast with Krista before I help her register for wedding gifts tomorrow.”
He shook his head, not understanding, but knowing me well enough to not even ask why I was so involved in wedding planning.
“What about Sunday during the day?” I suggested, thinking we could see each other before I had family dinner.
“I can’t. Gotta take care of some dad stuff.”
I nodded, knowing him well enough not to ask him to elaborate.
“You and I will figure it out. It’s not like we’re going anywhere,” he said, kissing me soft and slow, the kind of kiss that made me feel nervous, my heart beat hard in my chest, wanting to push him away because of how much I liked it.
But instead, I pulled him closer, telling him I’d rethought his argument, and it really was compelling. So compelling that I ended up in his bed 14 minutes later.
Afterward, he came back to lie beside me, kissing me that way again, making me melt.
“Dean, stop,” I said, laughing. “Rule 4, Rule 4.”
I squirmed away from him as he laughed, reaching for me again.
“I didn’t realize that kiss was a Rule 4 situation,” he said with a grin, lying on top of me.
I rolled my eyes. “You wouldn’t kiss someone like that unless you were feeling Rule 4.”
“We can feel rules now?” he asked, propping himself up on his elbows, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear. “That’s an interesting development to the contract.”
“I don’t know. My brain is mush from midterms. Let me up.”
He rolled off of me as I pulled on my clothes and walked into his kitchen to grab a glass of water. On his island sat a bottle of wine with a red ribbon around it.
“What’s this?”
He sat up on his elbows and looked over at me. “Oh, yeah, this woman who’s commissioning a landscape gave it to me when we met to discuss it. I think she’s trying to bribe me to move up the timeline I gave her because I kind of have a lot of paintings I’m working on now. Actually, do you want it? I rarely drink so it’ll probably just sit there unless you take it.”
“Is that a vegan thing?” I asked with a laugh, studying the label. “This is good, by the way. We drink this on special occasions. Like at dinner parties,” I said with a grin in an exaggerated snobby tone as he rolled his eyes.
“No, it’s not a vegan thing,” he said, laughing as he came over to me, grabbing water for himself. “I just don’t drink much. I try to eat and drink cleanly, you know?”
“You should at least try this. It really is good wine.”
“Are you trying to tell me about fancy wines since you couldn’t get into that wine class yourself? Trying to show me something I can talk about at dinner parties?”
I laughed, nodding.
“All right,” he said with a grin. “Teach me your ways, princess.”
He opened a couple drawers, eventually finding a wine opener, as I searched for wine glasses. Of course, he didn’t have traditional glasses, but rather, vintage embossed goblets of various colors with an intricate silver-plated design on the stem.
“You know, it’s pretty cool you’re in such high demand that you’re getting free wine just to bump someone up your queue,” I said as he poured us glasses.
He kind of laughed, shrugging. “Yeah, it’s cool, I guess.”
I thought of the Heart Gala when I’d ignored Michael’s request to meet up for coffee and my hovering mom, just focused on seeing the painting one last time before I’d left that night. I couldn’t help but notice that the painting he’d been so nonchalant about had sold for $8,565, the most out of all the ones there. I couldn’t believe I used to see what he did as just a silly hobby.
“You have this whole brand, you know?” I said, taking in his tattoos, his piercings, his stylish bedhead, thinking of all his creative outfits. “I mean, I bet people would love to know more about you. Have you over for dinner, get to know your story. You could totally lean into that. These people want to experience the original artist as much as they want to pay for the art.”
“My brand?” he laughed. “I just paint landscapes. I don’t know how to be a brand.”
“But I know this world, Dean,” I said, tapping the wine bottle as a reminder. “Junior League, charity ball people are in awe of you.”
“Are you included in that roundup?” he said, raising an eyebrow.
I laughed and rolled my eyes, pausing to clink my glass with his.
“I’m just saying I think you’re really talented, and I know that these people would pay a ridiculous amount so they could say they have a Dean Cross original. And they would probably pay more if they got to interact with the Dean Cross. But I’m not trying to give you business advice or anything,” I said quickly.
He smiled. “No, it’s cool. It’s something to think about,” he said, considering what I said. “So you think I should get into this whole wine-and-dine thing? Network and shit?”
“Yeah, let these people connect with you. And then they can go to their next Junior League meeting and brag that they got to have dinner with an original artist, which will gain you more leads, and then they pay you an insane amount because they want the whole package,” I said, looking him up and down, accidentally blushing. “Lean into your brand, be that extravagant artist that can charge a lot for perfect paintings.” I paused and grinned at him. “You know, this is the kind of stuff they teach you in business school,” I teased.
He laughed and lightly pushed me, picking up his glass.
“Well, I’m glad I have you then. Hey, look at that, somehow I still don’t need a degree,” he said, kissing my cheek as he walked past me to the living room area. “Now tell me about this wine, princess.”
We moved to the couch, losing track of time as I pretended to know all about tasting notes and tannins in an exaggerated way. He played along, finding the whole thing funny. We refilled our goblets as we searched for love songs to add to our shared wedding playlist, playing songs the other didn’t know, songs we actually listened to, completely nontraditional. None of them would work, but we added them anyway.
“So you never want to get married?” I asked, refilling our glasses.
“I never said that,” he replied, joining me at the island.
“You kind of did,” I countered, splitting the last bit of the wine between our goblets, pausing to admire how cool they looked. “When you picked me up from my sister’s engagement party.”
“You kind of said that, too, that night,” he said, looking right at me, his eyes the richest brown, making me feel weak. “You said you wanted fries instead. And I got you some.”
I laughed, covering my mouth, thinking that was so funny. He laughed, sitting the glass I offered down, and kissed me. We ended up on the floor, laughing and making out, pausing when I banged my knee against a cabinet. I laughed, grabbing my knee, my fingers covering my scar, not really feeling the pain as he kissed the spot before we became tangled together on the hardwood.
“Skye,” he said, his mouth close to my ear, his voice low. “I think we’re buzzed.”
I laughed, turning my face to him, thinking he was so attractive, feeling like I was floating on air, cheeks flushed, body tingling.
“Yeah, I think we are. Everything is approximately twenty-two percent funnier than average,” I whispered.
He laughed, making me laugh, until we were both just lying on the floor on our backs, tears in our eyes, staring up at the ceiling.
“What time do you think it is?” I asked after a moment.
He shook his head. “I have no idea.”
“Sounds about right,” I laughed, sitting up to look for a clock.
“No, wait, don’t go,” he said, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me back down.
As he started to move his arm, I grabbed it, keeping it around my waist. “No, wait, don’t move. My knee still hurts,” I pouted.
“Let me see,” he said, sitting up, steadying himself with his palms on the floor before reaching out to touch my knee, his touch so light. “Well, you have a pretty big scar here. We both know it’s not from my kitchen. But only one of us knows how you got it.”
I exhaled a heavy breath and sat up, resting against the cabinets.
“Fine, I’ll tell you,” I said, giving in this feeling, to total honesty.
I told him the whole story, how everything felt, how my dad had cheered on my sister when I hadn’t even realized it had been a race, how he hadn’t listened when I said I was hurt, how Krista had been so mad at me for taking the spotlight away from her, how falling had been such a shock after feeling such freedom. And then, suddenly, as I finished the story, I was crying, right there on the kitchen floor.
“Oh god,” I said, covering my face. “I’m sorry, this is so embarrassing. Please ignore me.”
He put his arm around me and held my hand, his fingers interlocked with mine, not letting go but not saying anything, knowing there weren’t any words to heal this kind of feeling, a weight I’d carried for years, internalized until it was just as much as an ugly scar as the one on my knee.
I rested my head on his shoulder and took a deep, shaky breath.
“Sorry,” I said again, wiping my face. “I never cry, so I think that was just a system malfunction or something.”
“You aren’t a computer, Skye. You’re allowed to feel.”
I groaned and shook my head. “Blegh, no. It’s not a big deal. Just a stupid memory I wish my brain could erase.”
He half-smiled at me, resting his head back against the cabinet.
“Memories can be pretty powerful,” he said, looking down at his free hand, twisting one of his rings with his thumb. I watched him, suddenly feeling really bad for what I’d said, thinking of his dad.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that,” I said, squeezing his hand.
He glanced at me. “I know. Really, I’m not upset. My dad has been sick for almost six years,” he said, slightly sighing. “It’s not a fresh wound that I can’t look at or handle. I’ve learned how to turn it into a positive.”
“How so?”
He shook his head. “I’m calling Rule 1 purely on the account that I’m too buzzed to explain just yet. I’ll show you someday, though.”
He smiled at me as I nodded, believing him.
The music changed to a slow song, one that couples would dance to in front of their friends and family under sparkling lights. And we sat there, my head on his shoulder, his hand locked with mine, both of us humming ever so lightly, reminded of our own pasts, feeling the present, thinking of someday.
★☽★★☽
“Tell me about one of your tattoos,” I said, sitting down my phone, feeling better about it being past midnight now that Krista thought I was staying late at Lindy’s, and Lindy thought I staying late at Brad’s when, really, I was buzzed on Dean’s kitchen floor.
“Which one?” he asked, pulling the woven blanket he’d grabbed from the couch over our shoulders and picking up his goblet from where it rested on the floor.
“Which one was your first?” I asked, feeling incredibly comfy against the cabinets even though there was no reason in reality that this should be cozy.
“Okay, I got this one,” he said, twisting his sleeveless arm and pointing to a small tattoo of the Big Dipper right above the inside of his elbow. “Eight years ago when I was eighteen—”
“You mean seven.”
He looked at me, confused. “No … I think I mean eight.”
“I know I’m buzzed, but I can still do math. You’re twenty-five, right? That minus eighteen is seven.”
“Oh, yeah, I guess. I mean, yes, you’re right,” he said quickly, laughing, when he saw my scowl at the notion that I was wrong. “But my birthday is in a couple weeks. So I think it’s closer to eight years. But yeah, maybe it’s technically seven. I don’t know, all those numbers kind of just run together in my mind.”
“Why didn’t you tell me your birthday was coming up?”
He sat down his empty wine glass and thought about this. “Well, I didn’t think that was something you would want to know. Because of the contract.”
“Oh, right,” I said, nodding, looking down at the floor. “So what are you doing for it?”
He shrugged. “I think just getting together with some friends at a place downtown. It’ll be pretty chill. You could come if you wanted.”
I glanced at him, staying quiet.
“I mean, we’re friends, right?” he continued slowly. “You and me.”
I nodded, keeping my gaze on my wine glass, focusing on how the light glinted off the silver, ignoring how hard I was blushing.
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Yeah, so it’s whatever. I’ll text you about it later when I have a real plan. Come or not, it’s cool,” he said, shrugging, turning his face to mine, kissing me soft and slow, exactly how you wouldn’t kiss a friend, as we laid down on the floor.
“I should go,” I said afterward, feeling extra tired.
“You can’t drive,” he said, equally sleepy. “Just spend the night.”
I paused, knowing I could have called a Lyft.
Instead, I said, “What about Rule 5? It’s the clearest rule, Dean. It just says ‘no staying over.’”
“Well, what about Amendment 5.1,” he said simply, sitting up and running his tatted fingers through his messy hair.
“There is no 5.1,” I said, picking up my shirt from the floor. “Plus, even if there was, I can’t. I don’t have my contact solution or a contact case, I don’t have a toothbrush, I just can’t ‘stay over.’ I’ve never understood how people in movies do this whole thing spontaneously. Do they just always carry around their nighttime supplies or—”
He interrupted me with a kiss, saying I was talking way too fast. Then he opened the Lyft app on his phone. I nodded, glad one of us was thinking rationally. As we got dressed, I tried to figure out a plan to get my car from his place tomorrow before breakfast with Krista, plotting out the timing between spots on my maps app.
“Okay,” Dean said, reaching out his hand. “Our car is here.”
I followed him outside and down the stairs, focused on setting my alarm an hour and a half earlier than I had it originally. Then I looked up from my phone as he opened the car door for me, actually hearing what he said.
“Wait, what? Our?”
“Yeah, come on,” he said, getting in the car and pulling on my hand as I stared at him.
“What are you doing?” I whispered, putting my phone away.
He smiled. “We’re getting you that stuff you listed. You know, it’s weird being in the backseat with you and not being able to do anything,” he whispered in my ear.
I wasn’t sure what to blame — the wine, the sound of his low voice saying all the things he wished we could do, making me blush, or that it really was so much easier to stay over instead of wasting time going back and forth tomorrow morning — but by the time the car stopped in front of a 24/7 convenience store, I was on board, deciding to not overthink it.
As we stood in the travel section, I found myself staring at Dean in his strange, cool outfit — cuffed torn jeans, a barely buttoned baroque patterned shirt, a drape cardigan rolled at the sleeves, red suede loafers, beaded necklaces matching the dozens of beaded bracelets on his wrists, all his earrings gold — not understanding how someone like him existed in the same world as me.
“What?” he said with his trademark dimpled half-smile, noticing I’d been staring.
I shook my head, biting my lip, unable to explain. 
He reached for me and pulled me close, humming a song, something I didn’t recognize, and before I could ask what was happening, I fell into step with him, right in the middle of the aisle, laughing as he kissed me, spinning me around, not caring that anyone could walk by, that anyone who saw us probably thought we were crazy, dancing at 1:07 a.m. in a convenience store to a song only we could hear, that only existed in our world.
★☽★★☽
My alarm was loud, a tone I’d intentionally chosen years ago, something jarring and jolting, determined to wake me up on the first beat as to not waste time.
“Jesus Christ,” Dean mumbled, reaching for my phone before I could grab it, turning off the alarm, and tossing it to the side. “Oh my god, that sound was horrible.”
I laughed and sat up as he rolled on his back. “What time is it?” he asked, rubbing his head, not bothering to open his eyes.
“5:15.”
He groaned. “No, that’s not acceptable. You can’t wake up this early. Veto,” he said, pulling me back down on the bed.
“Veto?”
“Yes, veto,” he said, still half-asleep, rolling on his side, his arm heavy and solid around my waist. “My bed, I call veto.”
“Our contract doesn’t outline any sort of veto power,” I said as he squeezed my side, making me laugh, before he pulled his arm away.
“Add it in. My bed, my rules. Sub-amendment to 5.1,” he said, smiling but still not opening his eyes.
“And what exactly are you vetoing?” I asked, turning to face him. He looked so attractive, adorable even, in the morning light.
“I’m vetoing the idea that you’re waking up at the crack of dawn when we fell asleep four hours ago. Vetoing you getting out of this bed,” he said, grabbing my phone and dropping it next to me. “You can set your alarm for an hour from now. Not a minute sooner,” he said sleepily, closing his eyes, lightly kissing my shoulder.
“You weren’t even going to sleep in this bed four hours ago,” I reminded him, brushing my fingers over his patterned tattoos.
He shushed me, not bothering to respond further.
Once we’d returned from the store last night, as I brushed my teeth with my brand-new travel toothbrush and toothpaste set, I’d asked, “Oh, what is Amendment 5.1 anyway?”
He’d shrugged. “I don’t know, I just said that,” he’d said with a laugh, taking off his necklaces and bracelets. “How about it’s that you can spend the night when you’re buzzed? That seems good enough.”
I’d laughed, stepping back inside the bathroom to take out my contacts as he tossed a pillow and blanket on the couch. “Wait, what are you doing?”
“I figured you wouldn’t want us to sleep in the same bed.”
I’d rolled my eyes, thinking this was a one-time thing anyway so what did it matter, the rule was already broken. “Okay, I’m calling 5.2. Make it whatever you want. Just no cuddling.”
We’d followed that rule once we’d laid down, him on one side of the bed, me on the other, but somehow, as the night turned into morning, we kept finding ourselves accidentally tangled together, waking up every so often to move off of each other, blaming the alcohol even though we were both sober by the fifth time it had happened.
Exactly an hour later, my alarm woke me at 6:17. I silenced it before Dean could stir, jumping out of bed despite being tired and slightly hungover. As much fun as I’d had last night, knowing Krista would be waiting on me at 8 a.m. sharp across town made me hurry through a modified version of my morning routine, brushing my teeth, putting in my contacts, pulling on my clothes, digging in my purse for makeup. 
Dean sat up on his elbows, watching me. “Do you always move this quickly in the morning?”
“Well, I don’t like to waste time,” I said, glancing at my watch.
“What about appreciating time?” he countered, walking to the kitchen and scooping up our empty wine glasses from the floor.
I shook my head, not responding. In the morning light, I was reminded of how different we were. Especially when I asked if I could grab a travel coffee cup, saying I would return it the next time I saw him. He looked at me, confused.
“I don’t have travel cups,” he said as if that made perfect sense.
I blinked at him. “What? Okay, where do you put your coffee?”
“In a mug,” he responded, giving me a weird look.
I looked around, realizing I didn’t see his coffee pot. “Wait, where is your coffee pot?”
“I don’t own one,” he said with a laugh. “Aeropress or Chemex?”
“Are you serious? This is the one thing you’re a snob about?”
He laughed again. “I’m not a snob. I just don’t buy into the whole concept of drinking subpar coffee because the world says we all need to be on the go all the time. Coffee is meant to be appreciated, not guzzled. We aren’t machines desperate for fuel.”
“That’s me. You just described me, Dean,” I said with a laugh.
He raised an eyebrow, turning to the Chemex in front of him. “I just don’t believe that, Skye.”
As we waited for the water to heat, I walked over to the canvas propped up on his easel. It wasn’t blank, but it also wasn’t a landscape, just lines and swatches of colors.
“What is this supposed to be?”
He kind of laughed, leaning against the counter and crossing his arms over his chest as he watched me. “I just started it. I know it looks messy.”
I nodded, having never seen this part of the process before. “So all your paintings start out like this? It doesn’t look like anything.”
He laughed again. “Yeah, how something begins doesn’t mean that’s how it’s going to end. You have to trust the process, Skye,” he said, turning back to focus on the coffee he was making. “Things change. It’s not perfect yet, but it will be. You just have to be patient.”
I thought about this as I watched him move so easily in the kitchen, taking his time with everything he did. He faced me again and smiled, and I wondered if he’d felt me staring, unable to put into words what I was thinking and feeling.
“Come here, princess, I can finally serve you actual good coffee.”
I rushed over, reaching out, but he pulled my mug away.
“Just promise me you’ll sit here and actually appreciate it.”
I rolled my eyes, agreeing to sit with him before I had to leave.
We sat on his steps outside, taking in the sun and fresh spring morning, and I found myself appreciating how time seemed to move slower with Dean, taking note of the coffee, how it did taste better, like magic.
★☽★★☽
“She’s breaking tradition,” Krista said, annoyed, as I stared at my closet, hating all my clothes.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, holding up a sweater set, wondering why I even owned this. I tossed it on the ground, the hanger clattering against the others in the pile I’d created.
“Kyle’s mom is trying to break tradition,” Krista huffed, looking up from the wedding magazine she was flipping through on my bed.
Her latest obsession was bridesmaid dresses, something I was trying to avoid, knowing she’d want all my attention on the task.
“She wants to go ahead and buy her dress for the wedding, but Mom hasn’t chosen hers yet. The mother of the groom is supposed to wait until the mother of the bride decides.”
I pulled out an argyle sweater vest and shook my head at it.
“Why does it matter, Krista? Let them get their own dresses whenever they want. Who cares if they go out of order?”
She rolled her eyes. “I like tradition.” She made a face at my skeptical one. “You wouldn’t understand, Skylar. Once you’re in the real world, you’ll realize you can’t anticipate every single minute of your day. And you’ll come to appreciate when things stay the same.”
I nodded, not sure how to respond, thinking maybe I did understand more than she realized. I felt like my schedule changed at the last second all the time, Dean and I taking advantage of spare time to hook up between my demanding course load, SGA, and volunteer obligations and his work schedule, increased painting work load, and dad stuff. Even during my Spring Break, two weeks ago, it had been a challenge to see each other, the night we had spent together almost a distant memory.
“What do you think about this?” I asked, holding up a black and white plaid pencil skirt.
“I like it.”
I tossed it on the pile on my floor.
“I’ll go dress shopping with Mom this weekend,” I offered even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, knowing it would make Krista happy.
She smiled. “You’re the best. Anyway, so tonight, just to remind you, Kyle and I have—”
“Cake tasting. And then he’s dropping you off at the airport right after,” I finished for her, knowing her schedule as well as I knew my own even if she didn’t know mine anymore.
“What are you looking for?” she asked as I shoved my pageant dresses out of the way, digging deeper in my closet. She sat her magazine to the side and stood over my pile of rejected clothes. “And more importantly, what are you doing with all of these clothes?”
I was looking for something cool to wear tonight, but I didn’t want to tell her that. Instead, I answered her other question.
“I don’t want them anymore,” I said simply.
She gaped at me, and I shrugged.
“That’s ridiculous, Skylar,” she said, picking up a purple sweater set from the floor. “All of these clothes are nice and look good on you. You’re going to regret donating them. What about when you graduate and work at my firm? We have a dress code, you know.”
“Maybe I can buy blazers and suits then,” I said, picking up the plaid skirt I’d tossed, wondering if maybe I was making a mistake.
“That’s so irrational,” Krista said, picking up a crisp white sweater with a cream lace collar from my pile.
She looked at it and then back at me, and I wondered if this was the moment she would realize that I’d been changing, that I wasn’t the exact carbon copy of her.
“Oh, by the way,” she said, and I felt myself deflate, knowing she had lost her focus on me. “Don’t forget to look at the bridesmaid dress options I emailed you. I won’t be here to remind you.”
I nodded. She was leaving for a work retreat, and I was still bitter that I’d had to completely rearrange my upcoming schedule — losing any chances I’d had to see Dean during the week — so we could make the dress appointments she’d set for the week.
“Okay, I have to get ready for Kyle. What are you up to this weekend?” she asked, her hand already on my bedroom door.
“Not much,” I said as she turned to look at me one last time, her eyes on the pile of clothes between us. “Have fun with cake tasting. Remember I like chocolate the best,” I said, giving her an air kiss as she made a face and laughed, walking away.
A sense of sadness washed over me as I stood alone. I picked up the white sweater and plaid skirt she’d folded neatly on my bed, thinking of all the times we’d spent together. How we used to tell each other everything. How we both used to look at each other and instantly know what the other was thinking. Now, I wasn’t so sure.
I felt that same sense of uncertainty later that night as I stared at the red door, not sure exactly what to do, unwilling to get out of my car until I figured it out. There wasn’t a handle on the door, so I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to get in. I could just bail, I thought. I’d never really committed to coming to this. I looked at my phone in my lap, figuring I could just text Dean and make up some excuse for bailing. He probably didn’t really care.
My phone buzzed, interrupting my self-conscious thoughts. It was Krista, saying she was boarding her flight and would text when she landed. I smiled, glad some things hadn’t changed. Love you, lil sis! she texted, knowing that no matter how far she roamed, how much distance was between us, I still cared to know where she was.
I thought about telling her what I was about to do, where I was, that I was sitting in front of a place downtown that sounded like a bar but not exactly when Dean had described it a few days ago, about to go inside to wish the guy I’d been sleeping with for six months a happy birthday. But I knew the only way I was going to get out of my car was if this remained a secret, that it stayed just mine, existing in my own world. So instead, I texted her safe travels, that I loved her, too, don’t forget to text me when she landed.
I took a deep breath and opened my car door, following a couple I knew had to be Dean’s friends, the guy tattooed and bejeweled, the girl artsy and cool with fiery red hair.
“Hi,” I said as we all approached the red door. “Are you two friends with Dean?”
“Hi, yeah, I’m Nikki, this is Roe,” the girl said with a bright smile, pointing to the guy who knocked on the door in some elaborate, secret knock kind of way. I recognized him as the other barista whose shifts overlapped with Dean. “This place is so cool. It’s like a speakeasy. Have you ever been here before?”
I shook my head, feeling very out of my element, having never even heard of something like this. I was used to nice restaurants with white tablecloths and servers in suits for my birthday celebrations. Inside, this place was nothing like that. The only light source seemed to be various melting candles, a cross between club and ambient music played, the random small seating areas had mismatched chairs, and everyone looked like they could have been a hipster patron or a server or both.
I hadn’t pressed Dean for many details about his birthday, not wanting to seem too invested when he’d texted me about it, but I immediately regretted I hadn’t asked more questions, like how to order when there was no cocktail menu or who I was supposed to be in his world.
Because as I stood there in a plaid skirt, white lace sweater, and pearl earrings, I felt so out of place among the cool, artsy people surrounding me. I met a part-time woodworker who doubled as a daycare worker, a server that moonlighted as a musician, a watercolor artist who was a receptionist on weekdays, a full-time mixologist, a hair stylist who ran an Instagram account selling handmade jewelry, and even Roe, the barista, worked part-time at the coffee shop as he apprenticed as a tattoo artist.
Dean and I hadn’t discussed that my showing up was almost breaking Rule 7 — no telling our friends that we were sleeping together — so instead, I introduced myself as Skylar, choosing to identify as just an accounting major, sticking to what I knew best.
I could hear Krista’s voice in my head, judging their nontraditional outfits. I could hear my mom’s horrified tone at so many tattoos in one room, skeptical of everyone’s social status. I could also hear my dad’s words, asking why don’t any of these people have real jobs, what are they doing with their life, what was their plan.
But as much as I wanted to judge them and go home to my perfect life, everyone was instantly friendly to me in my basic clothes and way too cool to dislike. And most importantly, every single person I met gushed over Dean, talking about how funny, caring, nice, and talented he was. It was clear he had the magical ability to make every person he met feel special when he was around, but somehow leaving them in awe of him when he was gone.
I nodded when the hairdresser, Zara, gushed about his artistic talent. “I know, his paintings are awesome. His landscapes are so realistic,” I agreed, looking around the room, wondering just exactly where Dean was. He had told me people were gathering around 8:30, and it was almost 9. I smiled, knowing if he showed up by 9, he’d consider himself early.
“Oh, yeah, totally, his commissioned artwork is incredible, but I heard the stuff he’s working on now is even cooler than that,” she said, sipping her cocktail. I still hadn’t figured out how to get a drink.
The woodworker, Jax, nodded. “Yeah, even though we won’t see it until it’s finished,” he said with a laugh. “He’s so secretive with his pieces. He doesn’t show anyone until they’re finished and perfect. When is he having another gallery show? Didn’t he, like, sell out his last one?”
Zara nodded enthusiastically as I added more items to my list of questions to ask Dean, having never felt so curious about him before, realizing the more I found out, the more I wanted to know.
I asked them questions about their own art, getting a crash course on jewelry and wood. I was so interested in what they had to say that I’d missed Dean finally arriving until he walked right up to us.
“Dean, my man, you need a drink,” Jax said, slapping him on the back. “Happy birthday, dude.”
“Wow,” Dean said, not even hearing Jax, looking me up and down, smiling, his rich brown eyes sparkling. “I didn’t think you’d show, Skye.”
I smiled, my heart beating fast and hard in my chest. He looked good, somehow even more attractive than when I’d seen him last, in a blue and white zebra print button-up, nearly halfway unbuttoned, of course, the sleeves rolled at the elbows, blue linen harem pants, blue leather loafers, several corded necklaces, silver barbell earrings on his cartilage and eyebrow, his moon and star studs.
“Remind me how you two know each other again,” Zara said slowly as we stood in front of each other, our eyes saying more than our mouths ever would.
“Um,” I said, tearing my gaze from Dean’s to look at her, my mind going blank. “He’s my barista.”
Dean laughed. “Yeah, she’s a regular.”
“A total coffee shop slut,” I said, and we both laughed.
“You don’t have a drink,” he said, nodding to my empty hands. “As your barista, I feel like I should fix that.”
“We’ll give you two a minute,” Zara said, glancing at Jax with raised eyebrows. “Looks like you need to talk about coffee or something.”
As they walked away, Dean and I stepped toward each other. I wanted to ask him what we needed to say if people asked how we knew each other, if he knew he was 37 minutes late to his own birthday, what Zara meant by his gallery art, and a million other things I’d learned about him that I wanted more information on. But as I looked at him, blushing instantly, I realized what I wanted more than those things was to kiss him, to hold his hand, for him to put his arm around me right here in the middle of this strange place.
“Happy birthday, Dean,” I settled on saying, grateful for the weird lighting so he wouldn’t see my flushed face. “And, uh, I don’t have a drink because I couldn’t find a cocktail menu or wine list.”
He laughed. “Yeah, this place doesn’t have a menu. You tell the bartender flavors you like, and they make a drink inspired by those.”
“Oh, that’s…”
“Too artsy?” he teased.
I shook my head, smiling. “No, that sounds cool.”
After I’d gotten a drink — refusing to let him pay even though he said it wasn’t a Rule 3 situation, a date, if it was his birthday and we were surrounded by all his friends — and he got a soda water, we fell into conversation with a group of his friends. I listened to them talk about their various art projects and ask Dean about his own, feeling like I hadn’t paid attention to something this closely since I first fell in love with accounting.
“So, Skylar, what’s your medium?” Roe asked.
“My medium? Oh, um, I’m not an artist. Like, at all,” I said with a laugh, reminding myself that no matter how cool I thought this place was, I didn’t fit in, this was one of the many reasons Rule 7 existed. “I’m not like you all.”
Dean shook his head. “No way, that’s not true. She’s an awesome photographer. But Skye’s medium is numbers. She sees the world broken down by numbers in a beautiful way,” he said, looking at me as if he couldn’t believe I didn’t realize this about myself. “It’s like she makes sense of all of life’s chaos in a matter of seconds.”
I shook my head, disagreeing, and he rolled his eyes.
“It’s true. She can probably tell you the exact square footage of this place, how many candles are in here, how much time to the second until midnight, and solve any math problem you throw at her. We see colors and shapes, she sees numbers.”
He smiled at me, and then, without a word, put his arm around my shoulders. My heart started banging in my chest, and I felt myself lose my breath for exactly 1.3 seconds.
Roe nodded, not noticing how everything in this place had changed in an instant. “Right on. That’s awesome. So what’s four hundred twenty-three times twelve?”
Nikki slapped his arm. “Don’t test her, dude, that’s rude,” she said, laughing at him.
“Uh, it’s five thousand seventy-six,” I said, holding my breath, knowing if I was asked another question, I would get it wrong because my brain had ceased function as this overwhelming sensation — nervousness, giddiness, desire — washed over me.
Roe punched it in his phone calculator and cheered when he confirmed I was right, clinking his glass against mine. The conversation shifted, and I had a hard time listening, wanting so badly to move, to get away from this feeling, but unable to. I was leaning against Dean just as much as he was touching me, and at any moment one of us could have pulled away, called Rule 4, but instead, as the night went on and more conversations happened, we grew closer and closer.
I didn’t pull away until my phone buzzed in my pocket. Without a word, he moved his arm off of me, taking my empty glass to the bar. I looked at my phone. Krista had landed, safely tucked in her hotel room, and as I stood there, glancing at Dean over my shoulder, I realized I was in a completely different world.
★☽★★☽
He had broken Rule 4 and, by doing so in front of his friends, also broken Rule 7 by default. So I broke one of my own personal rules and asked if he wanted to come over to my place.
“Your place?” he repeated, not even trying to hide his shock at my suggestion. “You mean after six months, I finally get to see where you live?”
I rolled my eyes. “It just makes logistical sense. I live closer to this place,” I said, gesturing to the speakeasy.
“So what you really mean is, before you got here, you mapped your place and my place from here to check?” he said with a grin.
I crossed my arms over my chest, refusing to answer if he was right. “Just forget it.”
He laughed and tugged on my arms, making me uncross them. “I was just teasing. Yes, I want to come back to your place,” he said, stepping closer, putting his hands on my hips. “I absolutely want that,” he said, kissing my cheek, neither of us caring all his friends could see.
Exactly 28 minutes later, he was standing in my living room, looking around, taking in every detail.
“Wow,” he said, nodding. “This is exactly what I imagined.”
I laughed. “Really?”
“Yeah,” he said, picking up a framed photo of Krista and me from when we were kids off our bookcase. “Well, I didn’t envision whatever that is,” he said, nodding toward the wedding poster boards littered with sticky notes above the couch. “But other than that, yeah, when I think about you here, this is pretty much what I see. Is this your family?” he asked, picking up a photo of my family at the lake house.
“Yep,” I said, sitting on the couch. “That’s my perfect family at our perfect lake house.”
He sat the frame down and looked at the books on the shelf, his back to me. “I’ve always wondered what it’d be like to have that.”
“A lake house?” I asked, partially wondering how we’d ended up here, sitting and talking on the couch instead of tangled in my bed.
He laughed and shook his head. “No, a family. But I guess I would have liked a lake house, too. Probably less stress with that.”
I laughed. “Yeah, much more manageable, and you can leave it whenever you’re tired of it.”
I paused and took a breath, wondering if he was going to call Rule 1 with my next question, but risking it anyway, “Dean, can I ask, what happened to your mom?”
He looked at me, slightly caught off guard by my question.
“Oh,” he said, twisting one of his rings, thinking about this. “Well, she left,” he said after a moment.
“Left?”
“Yeah, like, decided she didn’t want to do the whole wife and family thing anymore,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe she went to a lake house. Who knows.”
“I’m sorry, Dean,” I said, making a face.
“Don’t be. I don’t have any memories of her anyway. It was twenty, nope, wait,” he said with a smile, “twenty-one years ago. Gotta make sure I get my math right around you, genius.”
I laughed and stood, reaching for his hand. “I want to show you something,” I said, pulling on his hand, knowing he would follow, his curiosity too strong to ever say no to an idea.
I opened the front door, and he paused, confused.
“I’m not kicking you out yet,” I teased. “Just come on.”
He followed me until I stopped in front of my car in the middle of the parking lot. The weather outside felt perfect, just warm enough, a slight spring breeze in the air.
I pointed up.
“Look. It’s a full moon. I’m sure you already noticed it,” I said with a shrug. “But I thought we could look at it together.”
He looked up, taking in the sky, how the moon seemed closer here than at his place, not overshadowed by the stars.
“It’s perfect,” he said, leaning against my car.
“Yeah,” I said, watching him. “It is.”
He set his gaze on me and smiled.
“I’ve always loved looking at the sky,” I said, leaning next to him and interlocking my fingers with his. “I know there’s all this science and stuff about the moon and the stars, and I know I’m supposed to be all about facts, but I love the idea that it’s just this big unknown up there and that feels so freeing, you know? We can plan the world as much as we want, but we can’t organize the stars. We can’t make the moon shine bright just cause we want it to look pretty that night. You just have to trust they’ll do what they’re supposed to, that they’re there, even if you sometimes can’t see them, every night, no matter what, and you have absolutely no control over them.”
Dean squeezed my hand, and we stood side by side, taking in the view for several minutes in silence.
“You know that feeling when you know you’ve just experienced something you’ll never forget?” he said quietly. “That you’ll commit it to memory for the rest of your life?”
I nodded, standing in front of him, dropping my arms around his shoulders.
“That’s this,” he said, pulling me closer. “This moment.”
★☽★★☽
“Is it technically breaking Rule 5 if we never slept?” Dean asked, yawning and putting his head down on the table in front of us.
I laughed. “I think we’re in the clear.”
He groaned, not lifting his head. “How are you so peppy?”
“Because I chose to drink the amazing coffee I made this morning,” I said, holding up my to-go cup with a smile as he made a face at me.
After we’d kissed soft and slow in the parking lot last night, we’d ended up in my bedroom, somehow distracted by conversation, forgetting we still hadn’t had sex until we realized it was 3:14 a.m.
“Oh, wow, I should probably go,” Dean had said, shifting from where we’d been sitting against the wall on my bed.
“Well … you could stay over? Amendment 5.3, you can sleep over if it’s your birthday.”
“What about my toothbrush?” he’d asked in mock horror.
I’d stood and tossed him a grocery bag that held a travel toothbrush I had bought earlier that day. “You know I’m always prepared.”
“This,” he’d said, holding up the toothbrush with a smile, “is the best birthday present I’ve ever gotten.”
By 7:01 a.m., it was clear we weren’t going to have sex or sleep.
So after I’d made coffee as Dean studied the poster boards in amusement, he’d casually asked if there were breakfast spots around, and I’d casually suggested we grab food together before he left.
“It’s the least I can do,” I’d said with a shrug. “I mean, you didn’t even get birthday sex, you should at least get a post-birthday breakfast. That’s almost as good, right?”
“Uh, no, but I’ll take what I can get,” he’d said with a laugh, wrapping his arms around my waist, refusing to take a to-go coffee as we left, ending up at a breakfast place between my apartment and campus.
“So what do you have going on this week?” I asked over my traditional plate of bacon, eggs, and toast, a stark contrast to his coconutmilk yogurt and gluten-free bread with sunbutter.
“Well, since you bailed on me for the next five days,” he said, recalling how I’d rescheduled our plans to hook up later in the week because Krista had scheduled bridesmaid dress appointments, “I guess work, paint, see my dad, workout, see what some friends are up to. I don’t know. I don’t really plan things in advance,” he said with a laugh. “Are you sure you’re totally unavailable this week?”
I nodded, groaning. “Sorry. You saw that poster board with all my wedding obligations. I’m slammed— oh my god,” I said, ducking in my seat. “Shit, Dean, I know that person who just walked in.”
He looked over his shoulder. “Oh, yeah, that’s your loud friend, right? Nonfat half caff white mocha no whip except she always adds whip at the last second.”
I shushed him in a panic, and like a bad cliche, grabbed a menu to hide behind, begging Lindy and Brandon didn’t see us.
“What’s the big deal?” Dean asked.
“Rule 7,” I said hurriedly, sinking lower in my seat. “Lindy knows Krista. If she ever found out that I was with—” I stopped myself short.
“Your barista?” he finished for me with a smirk.
I sighed, glancing to where they were standing in line to order.
“You don’t understand, this isn’t like when I met your friends,” I said, unable to explain exactly how it was different. The fact that he didn’t care what his friends thought and I cared a lot what my sister thought didn’t seem like a solid enough argument in the daylight.
“I think she saw you,” he said casually as Lindy gasped, nudging Brandon with her elbow, nothing about her reaction subtle.
“Shit, shit,” I said, straightening up as she bounded over.
“Oh my god, Skylar!” she exclaimed, her voice too high-pitched and loud, making almost everyone here stare.
“Hey, Lindy,” I said, my voice sounding too upbeat, so fake, not like myself. “Hi, Brandon. How are you? What are you doing here?”
“We always get breakfast here before church,” she responded before glancing at Dean, her bright smile slipping just slightly. “What are you doing here? Who’s this?”
“Um, this is,” I said, panicking, trying to think of anything to say, running through all the scenarios where Krista was going to hear about this, wondering if there was any way I could explain without my whole world imploding. “Uh…”
“She’s my tutor,” Dean said easily. “Photography class.”
“Ugh, Skylar, you’re so smart to tutor someone,” she said, rolling her eyes, annoyed she hadn’t thought of it herself. “That’ll look so good on your resume.”
“That’s funny because you look like you’d be good at photography, bro,” Brandon said. He wasn’t known for being the nicest or smartest person I’d ever met.
“Yeah, bro,” Dean said, nodding. “Guess I’m just an idiot or something.”
“Well, it was great seeing you, Lindy—”
She sat down next to me, making herself comfortable, never one to pick up on hints.
“Okay, but what is the deal with you and Michael, though?” she said, helping herself to a piece of my toast. “Because Krista said you two have a date planned this week?”
I stared at her, having completely forgotten about that, shocked Krista had remembered something I must have told her weeks ago. I’d immediately regretted saying I was going to reach out to Michael during family dinner, but the distraction had worked. My dad’s demeanor had instantly changed, saying he thought that was a great idea, it sounded like I was finally focusing on what was important, this was a good step in the right direction. I’d thought I could just pretend I did it, but during one of my daily check-in calls with my mom, she’d said she mentioned it to Michael’s mom at the last Junior League meeting. I was stuck, reluctantly asking him if he wanted to get dinner and catch up, choosing a faraway date at random, saying repeatedly it was not a date, just something to please our parents. It had completely slipped my mind, not even slotted in my planner.
“Oh,” I said, my mind going blank, feeling Dean’s gaze as I struggled to answer her. “No, it’s not like that—”
“What happened to Brad though? Or are you going to juggle two guys at once?” she asked with a laugh. “You are an excellent multitasker.”
I rubbed my head. Staying up all night made me feel foggy, and I struggled to think of a way to get her to shut up.
“Uh, Lindy, we’re kind of in the middle of something,” I said, nodding to Dean who was watching this interaction with amusement.
She looked at me, confused, unable to imagine a world where I was telling her what to do, before launching into another agenda item, asking if I wanted to carpool to the bridesmaid dress appointments, already pulling out her phone so we could sync up our calendars. After she was satisfied, she stood, linking her arm with Brandon, and smiled.
“I’m so glad I ran into you! This was, like, so productive,” she said, waving over her shoulder as they sat at a table across the room.
I covered my face with my hands and groaned, unable to meet Dean’s gaze as he laughed at me. “Wow, that was brutal,” he said.
“Dean, I’m so sorry,” I said, dropping my hands and sighing.
He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Thanks for covering for me,” I said quietly, feeling guilty for multiple reasons. “And, look,” I said, taking a deep breath, trying again to explain something that seemed so impossible, “about this Michael guy—”
“Nope,” he interrupted. “Rule 2, Skye. This is exactly why we have the contract.”
Before he could continue, our server walked up. “How are you two doing checks today? Together or separate?”
“Together,” I said, gesturing that I would pay.
“No,” Dean said firmly. “Separate. Definitely separate.”
“Dean,” I said, rolling my eyes once the server walked away. “I thought I was getting this because of your birthday.”
He shook his head. “Nope. Rule 3, remember? Do you need to borrow the contract for a reread?”
I crossed my arms, not sure how to respond, knowing he was right. We’d had a bit too much fun breaking the rules the past few times we’d seen each other, but this was a reminder we needed to get back on track. Because whatever had happened between us last night had just been a moment, but today, in the morning sun in public, this was reality.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
“You have thirty minutes,” I said, sitting down and looking at my watch. “And then this is over, and you tell your mom that we had a great chat but we don’t want to make this work again. And I’ll tell my mom the same.”
“Are you serious, Skylar?”
I nodded, looking at the menu in front of me, trying to find the quickest item to order.
“Do you want to split French fries?”
“We didn’t choose one of the nicest restaurants in this city for thirty-minute French fries,” Michael said, flashing his perfect smile.
“There is no ‘we,’” I sighed. “You chose this place, not me. Forty-five minutes, but I’m still getting fries.”
He nodded to an already-filled wine glass. “I ordered your favorite. Unless you’re a completely different person than you were a year ago.”
I rolled my eyes, annoyed he’d beaten me here. In his world, showing up 10 minutes early was considered on time. I was five minutes early, already feeling late.
I huffed and took a sip, thinking the wine might make this experience easier. He looked good, his hair perfectly styled, wearing a sports coat paired with a white button-down and crisp khakis. He hadn’t changed at all since we’d been together.
“I recently ran into Kyle, and he said you’ve been a huge help with his wedding,” he said after ordering us the same appetizer we’d always shared when we used to come here. “I guess you really have changed.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, looking around the restaurant. It felt weird being back here, sitting at the same table we’d always sat at, him so comfortable, as if no time had passed.
“Well, when we were together, you seemed pretty against the whole wedding concept.”
I looked away. “I’m just helping Krista.”
“So you’re thinking you might have come around to the idea of being married?”
I sat up straighter, adjusting the hem of my skirt, covering the scar on my knee. “Michael, I am not having this conversation with you. Everything that has been said was said a year ago.”
He held up his hands in defense and laughed. “Do you remember when we first met? I’d forgotten my textbook in AP Calc, and I asked to borrow yours for that open book test?”
I nodded.
He smiled. “And you said no. You weren’t even using yours, but you said I should have been more prepared. You said you weren’t going to do anything to help me get a better grade than you.”
I kind of laughed as the server brought us appetizers. “Yeah, that was kind of harsh.”
“I don’t think you’ve changed at all from that moment. You have to remember, you know me, and I know you, Skylar. I’m not like the other guys you’ve been with,” he said, placing his hand over mine.
His touch was so familiar, his voice the same, that I almost felt like I’d been transported to us two years ago.
“What do you mean, the other guy,” I said, shaking my head and pulling my hand away, “I mean, guys I’ve been with?”
“Kyle said you’ve been dating around. I get it. I’ve dated other people, too. But no one special. No one like you. Everyone thinks you’re perfect.”
I closed my eyes and shook my head. He’d always had the incredible ability to play on my weaknesses, making me lose sense of myself. “Stop, Michael.”
He held up his hands again, a familiar move where he was defenseless and maybe this was all in my head.
“Let’s change the subject,” he said, asking me about school and my major. The conversation felt easy then, the wine smoothing out the anger and awkwardness.
When it was time to order our entrees, I looked at my watch. It had been 43 minutes, and I knew I needed to leave. I excused myself to the bathroom where I checked my phone.
No messages.
I closed my eyes, allowing myself to think about Dean for just two minutes, wondering what he was doing, wondering if I’d just made up how close we’d been this past weekend. It had been exactly five days since we sat across from each other at breakfast, reminding ourselves of the contract, and I hadn’t heard from him since. It made sense, I rationalized, because part of our rules was to only text when we wanted to hook up, and we both knew the other was too busy to meet up this week. I sighed, putting my phone in my pocket, and walked back to my seat.
“Michael, I should go—”
“I went ahead and ordered for you,” he said, not hearing me or choosing to ignore me. “Your usual. So no fries,” he said with a laugh, pulling out my chair, always a gentleman.
“I said this was only going to be forty-five minutes,” I replied, annoyed, remembering that he never listened to me.
“So Kyle said that you guys still have game night,” he said, brushing his hands on my shoulders before taking his own seat.
I rolled my eyes. “I am not a part of those nights.”
“That’s funny,” he said, the charming smile I’d almost fallen in love with bright on his face. “Because you and I were reigning champs of those nights.”
He was right. When we’d been together, we had been more competitive than any other couple, dominating at every game, even going as far as practicing beforehand to make sure we were on the same page. We were also terrible winners, gloating and cheering until Krista would storm off, saying we were the worst. No matter how many times we won, the rush of beating Krista and Kyle, the golden couple, never wore off.
“Don’t you miss beating everyone,” he said, reading my mind, digging into the sore spot he knew I still had. “Especially your sister. You don’t miss being number one?”
I resisted the urge to agree, focusing on the entree in front of me. He’d been right again, it was still my favorite. Even though I felt so different, maybe I really hadn’t changed. Maybe I was the same girl, wearing the same version of a sweater and skirt that I had two years ago, eating the same food, suppressing the same insatiable feeling to beat my sister, to be the best.
“So tell me about the photography class you mentioned at the Heart Gala,” he said after a moment. “I’ve never seen you as someone interested in the arts. Is your dad furious?”
I kind of laughed. The good thing about Michael was that he knew my family. He’d bonded with my parents for more than two years. He had golfed with my dad and Kyle almost every weekend and charmed my mom at the volunteer events he’d join with me. He understood how much pressure my parents put on me to be perfect. He’d leaned into that, becoming a perfect match for me, understanding his presence made them ease up on me.
“Yeah, my dad kind of freaked out,” I admitted, telling him the story of us at family dinner, how everyone had been so upset. “Now he’s on my case about it like every day.”
“Sounds like you need to distract him,” he said, ordering dessert for us before I could protest. “If you only have school stuff going on, that’s all your parents are going to pay attention to.”
He didn’t have to say that when we’d been together, they’d been much more invested in our relationship than any classes I took.
“So what’s going on with you?” I asked, wanting to shift the spotlight off of me. “How are your parents?”
He rolled his eyes, telling me his dad was putting pressure on him to land a summer internship at a prestigious law firm. One of the first things we’d bonded over was our demanding helicopter parents. The reason he’d been so good at the game of pleasing my parents was because we’d had plenty of practice with his. I’d been the perfect arm candy when his dad hosted dinner parties filled with his lawyer coworkers, and I’d always made sure to bring his mom homemade cookies when I came over to their house.
I nodded, telling him I had the same pressure about getting an internship this summer. He already knew without my telling him that Krista had had an internship between her junior and senior year, so if I didn’t get one, I’d be a total failure.
“Maybe we could help each other with our resumes,” he suggested after dessert, his hand lingering on top of mine. “Remember when we used to review each other’s college applications and essays? And after all those applications, all those essays, all those late nights…” he trailed off, knowing I already knew the end of his sentence, the memories rushing back.
And after all that work, we’d decided to go to the same school — the same as our parents — our future plans already mapped out by the time we’d graduated high school. But I’d been the reason things didn’t go according to plan.
“I really should go,” I said, feeling lightheaded and confused. I’d never wished more to hear the opening notes of “Closing Time.” “This has lasted way longer than forty-five minutes.”
He paid our check, held the door open for me, even walked me to my car. He did all the right things, all of his movements familiar. Especially the one I knew so well, the one where he would hug me and then kiss me. It was the exact same move he’d used when he’d first kissed me when I was 18, and it was the same ever since.
I ducked my head as he leaned in, my face hot and my hands shaking, realizing instantly that I hadn’t kissed anyone besides Dean in six months.
“No way,” I said, opening my car door. “This wasn’t a date.”
“It felt like a date,” he said, charming enough that if I didn’t know him so well, I wouldn’t have known he was annoyed by my rejection.
“Well, sometimes things can feel like dates, and they aren’t,” I snapped, hating that I thought of all those moments with Dean and not one counted as a date.
“And sometimes you have to learn that the hard way,” I said, slamming my car door shut before he could say anything else, something to bring me back to the past, to convince me I hadn’t changed.
★☽★★☽
I breathed a sigh of relief when we walked into the coffee shop. Roe, the barista I’d met on Dean’s birthday, was working alone.
“Okay, fine,” I said to Lindy, who had been ignoring my insistence to come a different time anyway, “we can try this.”
She nodded, excited to see how far she could push a guy to get what she wanted. Our final Behavioral Economics assignment for the semester was to go into a business and negotiate a cheaper price for an item. Which was how I ended being dragged by Lindy after class to the coffee shop.
“What are you going to say?” I asked, feeling less nervous now that I knew Dean wasn’t here. I didn’t want our first interaction together to be this, not sure if things were weird between us, and I certainly didn’t want Lindy to be in the picture again.
She shrugged, smoothing her hair, and smiled. “How do I look?”
“He’s not going to give you a discount because you’re cute,” I said with an eye roll.
“Whatever. These guys love being flirted with. It’s probably the most exciting thing that happens in their boring day,” she said, grabbing my arm.
I was so tired of her dragging me around, but I gave in anyway, letting her pull me to the counter. Roe was busy making a latte, saying he’d be with us in just a second.
“What if he says no?” I whispered, running through the worst-case scenarios in my head. “We don’t get an A if we don’t get a discount.”
“He isn’t going to say no,” she said with a laugh. “You just have to go out there and get what you want, Skylar. This isn’t just a coffee shop and an economics class. This is life.”
“You are so intense,” I said, trying to quickly research negotiation tactics on my phone as we waited.
As Roe put the latte on the bar and turned to walk to the register, Dean walked out of the back. I felt my heart jump in my chest, and I didn’t know if it was because it had been seven days since I’d seen him or because of this economics assignment. They were equal distance from the register when Dean said he could take it.
“What can I get you two?”
Immediately everything I’d been planning went out of my head. I shoved Lindy forward, surprising both of us. She recovered from her shock quickly, flipping her hair over her shoulder.
“Hi,” she said, flashing a smile worthy of a beauty queen at him.
I narrowed my eyes at her, annoyed she was going to flirt with him and she didn’t even recognize him as the guy she’d just met a week ago.
“Can I get a nonfat half caff white chocolate mocha with no whip?”
“Sure. Do you want whipped cream?” he asked, barely even glancing at her as he wrote on her cup.
“You know, actually I do,” she said with a light laugh. “You must be a mind reader.”
He looked at her and then me with the faintest trace of confusion.
“Right,” he said, punching her order in the register. “Is that all?”
“Actually, I was wondering if you could do me a favor?” she said in a sticky sweet voice that made me want to shove her again.
I couldn’t believe she didn’t even remember she’d met him. Even if he was wearing a black sweater and black jeans, he still had his unmistakable hand tattoo, his collarbone tattoo peeking out from the hem of his shirt, his earrings, his tousled hair, his rich, sparkling eyes. She was so focused on getting what she wanted, wanting to cross this off her to-do list in a rush, she wasn’t even paying attention to what was in front of her.
Dean glanced at me again before looking at her. “What’s the favor?”
“Is there any way I could have a discount on this order?” she asked, twirling a strand of her hair and cocking her head.
I couldn’t believe this. I rolled my eyes.
He shrugged. “Sure, I can give you a dollar off.”
Lindy turned to me as he rang up her card, looking like she’d won an impressive battle, when really I knew Dean just didn’t care.
She walked away to wait by the bar, and I stepped up, taking a deep breath. “Hi.”
“Hey,” he said and smiled. “Do you want your usual?”
“Um,” I said, feeling awkward and nervous for too many reasons. So I hadn’t planned to say what I said next, “I was actually thinking of trying something different.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Okay, cool, like what?”
“What do most people order if they don’t get black coffee?”
He laughed. “Why are you going to get something different if it’s just to get the same thing everyone else gets?”
I looked at him, having never thought about it that way. “Huh, I guess you’re right. Well, I guess I want to try a small mochaccino?”
He nodded, sliding my cup to the side, and punched in my order.
“$3.45.”
I took another breath, already distracted from why I was here.
“Do you think I could get a discount?” I asked, not sounding nearly as confident as Lindy had when she’d flirted with him.
“A discount?”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding, reminding myself this wasn’t real life like Lindy said. Dean and I didn’t have to have some grand discussion about how we’d left things seven days ago.
This was just a coffee transaction.
He was just my barista.
“Like the one you gave my friend.”
He looked at me with that focused expression reserved for when he was really paying attention, really taking something in.
“Sorry,” he said after a second. “I’ve already given away too many free coffees this semester to one of my regulars.”
I felt the beginning of a smile forming on my face.
“Are you serious?”
He nodded, smirking. “Yeah, I don’t think I can do two discounts in a row.”
I glanced at Lindy who was on her phone, not paying attention.
“You know,” I said, leaning forward slightly, “I’ve heard sometimes it pays to break the rules.”
He smiled, shrugging. “That’s weird, I’ve heard the opposite.”
I shook my head, smiling. I couldn’t believe I’d thought things would have been weird between us.
“As a regular, I don’t feel like I’m being treated fairly.”
“Such a princess,” he said, pouting at me.
I laughed out loud, not caring if Lindy was watching.
“What time do you get off?” I asked as if I didn’t already know.
“Do you ask all your baristas that?”
I smiled. “No, just you.”
“I’ll see you at 10 then,” he said as Roe called my name, my drink already on the bar. I looked at Dean, and he shrugged, stepping away from the register. “On the house. Tell your friend your flirting was better.”
★☽★★☽
A year ago, Michael and I sat across from each other at the campus coffee shop at our usual table. It was the best one, in the back corner, with a perfect view of the door and the clock. The one where if we sat there long enough, I could watch the sunset over his shoulder, the sky turning a beautiful pink and orange, as he talked.
It was easy to tune him out since I knew his cues so well.
If he touched my hand, he wanted me to agree with whatever he said. If he tapped his fingers on the table, he was annoyed so I should actually listen. And if he leaned back in his chair, he wanted us to leave. It meant he had decided it was time to go back to his place or to a dinner where he’d already reserved a table, not bothering to ask me what I wanted in advance.
But this moment, almost exactly a year ago, was different. Finals were one week away, and we were both stressed, not really talking to each other because when we were stressed, we would fight.
Despite our perfect facade to the rest of the world, Michael and I would fight constantly, shouting at each other in our cars, slamming doors, storming away, always at odds. Sometimes I would start it, making a snarky comment just to get under his skin, or he would say just the right thing that would make me snap, usually comparing me to my sister or casually mentioning something he knew would hurt my feelings that my dad had said about me to him at the golf course.
When things were good, we would work together to impress our parents, Krista, Kyle, and our professors, determined to be the absolute best. When things were good, they were so good because we were essentially the same person with the same goals, an almost identical way of doing things and seeing the world.
When things were bad, we would take that fierce competitiveness out on each other, and sometimes that felt so good, too, just like most destructive habits do.
That day, almost a year ago, was a bad day.
We’d just had family dinner with my parents the night before, and the topic of our future plans had come up.
Kyle and Krista were a year out of college, having graduated at the top of their class, their future completely and totally mapped out. They probably even knew that five months later, they would get engaged on October 7, but they hadn’t shared that part with the rest of us over pot roast. Instead, they talked about how they eventually would get engaged, where they would live together after, even how many kids they wanted once they turned 30.
“And what about you two?” Mom asked, loving this little future planning game.
I glanced at Dad. He was listening closely, probably taking mental notes to hold us to what we’d say.
Before I could answer, Michael spoke, “Well, my grandmother has always said I could have her family ring right after graduation. Only if I graduate with top honors, of course,” he added with a laugh, one I knew as bitter, one my parents heard as charming. “So, realistically, we could plan on getting engaged almost right after graduation, right, Skylar? Maybe in June.”
“What’s wrong with you?” Michael asked 22 hours later, looking at me across the table.
“Why did you say that last night?” I snapped. “Why did you basically commit me to marrying you in two years? You know my parents don’t take that sort of stuff lightly.”
He scowled at me, annoyed, not bothering to respond.
I sighed loudly, knowing he hated when I did that.
“What’s the big deal? You certainly weren’t going to say anything. You were just sitting there looking shellshocked, waiting on me to say something so you didn’t look unprepared in front of your dad.”
I ignored his dig, focusing on his question instead. “The big deal is, we have never talked about getting engaged. I don’t even know if I want to get married. I’ve never even thought about it. I didn’t even know about this whole family ring thing. You think your dad would really give you something so treasured?”
“Of course you want to get engaged,” he said with an eye roll, dodging the insult I’d thrown back at him. “We’ve always said that we were going to attend the same school, you graduate and work at Krista’s firm, and I go to law school. So of course we’d get married after. That’s the plan, Skylar.”
I shook my head, refusing to believe that was true.
He rolled his eyes at me again. “That’s what people do. Why are you being so difficult?”
“I’m not being difficult. I just don’t know if that’s what I want.”
I felt myself getting flustered, like I was admitting a secret I’d kept from everyone, and they all would judge me if I said it out loud. I just wasn’t sure. I didn’t know what I wanted yet. This feeling was familiar, the same feeling when I was about to step on stage, following in Krista’s footsteps, everyone staring at me, expecting me to be just like her, my chest growing tight, not sure how to tell everyone I wanted to get away, that this wasn’t what I’d chosen for myself.
He tapped his fingers on the table, growing more irritated.
“You really mean to tell me that you don’t want the same thing your parents want for you? What Krista has or will have? Don’t be so irrational,” he said, scowling at me before glancing at his watch. “Come on, we need to leave. We have dinner reservations.”
He stood, waiting on me.
“No,” I said, not moving.
He rolled his eyes. “Skylar, stop. We don’t want to be late.”
“I’m not going with you,” I said, keeping my gaze focused on the untouched iced caramel latte he’d ordered for me.
He glanced around the crowded coffee shop, and I knew this pissed him off more than anything, looking foolish in front of people.
“You’re embarrassing me. And people are looking at us,” he said, reaching for my hand.
I felt the heat rise in my face as I realized he was right. At some point, our voices had grown louder, and a few people had glanced our way. I stood, crossing my arms over my chest, jerking away from him, knowing that would make him even madder. We left, our coffees still on the table, ignoring the barista’s goodbye, walking to his car in a fury.
As soon as we got in the car, we started shouting at each other, saying all the terrible things we thought about the other. I told him he sucked, his dad was right to think he wouldn’t be successful, he was boring, and if my parents didn’t like him so much, I would have dumped him a long time ago. He told me I was difficult, if I wasn’t so pretty, he wouldn’t have stuck around this long either, and we were only together because of our parents.
“Why can’t you just be a good girlfriend?” he asked, his voice loud and frustrated. “Why do you have to make things so hard? It’s like you enjoy being complicated. It’s not interesting to be complex, you know? No one is going to give you more attention because you’re trying hard to be different.”
“You’re a terrible boyfriend,” I shouted back. “You think you’re so perfect, but you’re not. You aren’t,” I said, mad at myself for the tears that formed in my eyes.
He rolled his eyes. “Oh my god, now you’re crying? Geez, Skylar, get it together. You’re a lot of things, but you aren’t weak. What is wrong with you?”
We shouted at each other the whole way to the restaurant, our favorite place, both of us getting out of the car, slamming the doors, furious we were five minutes late. I took a deep breath, smoothing my hair, and he put on a sports coat, looking me up and down.
“Are you ready?”
I nodded, taking another breath, glancing at my reflection in his car window, making sure I looked okay.
“You look beautiful,” he said, meaning it even though he was still annoyed. I took his hand, and we walked in, guided to our favorite table, sitting across from each other, smiling those fake smiles we knew so well, pretending everything was perfect.
★☽★★☽
“This doesn’t have mass appeal,” Lindy said skeptically, looking at the vegan muffins I’d sat down on the table in the quad.
I shrugged. “I don’t care.”
She stared at me, unable to believe what I’d said. I laughed, kind of unable to believe it either.
“At least I brought something. Plus, the cookies I made aren’t vegan,” I said with a smile, putting my arm around her as she tried to wriggle away. “Come on, Lindy, it’s a beautiful spring day, and it’s the beginning of finals week. Just chill.”
She stared at me, stepping away and looking at the vegan muffins again. “Okay, this is positively terrifying. Who are you?”
I laughed, shrugging, thinking of the night before.
It had started with Dean and I unable to get enough of each other after seven days apart. Afterward, lying on the bed upside down, he looked at the bags I’d placed on his kitchen island. “What is that stuff?”
“Oh,” I said, laughing. “It’s stupid. I was wondering if I could use your oven? I have to bake muffins and cookies for SGA to hand out in the quad tomorrow as a pick-me-up for the start of finals.”
He laughed. “You know, most people don’t plan post-hookup activities,” he said, watching me as I walked to his kitchen to pull out my ingredients.
“I thought you didn’t like doing what most people do,” I said, turning on his oven and rummaging in his cabinets for a bowl.
“Fair point,” he said, walking to me, shirtless in distressed jeans.
I bit my lip and looked away, trying to focus on the task at hand, having completely forgotten what I was even supposed to be doing.
“Here, let me help you,” he said, reaching for a mixing bowl that had been right in front of me. “What can I do?”
“You know how to bake?” I asked skeptically.
“Well, I’ve lived alone for five years, so I’m pretty aware of how ovens work. And I can follow recipes,” he said with a laugh. “You do remember I’m literally paid to wear an apron for at least forty hours a week and follow recipes?”
I laughed, kissing him so he’d stop proving me wrong. He kissed me back, lightly pushing me against the island.
“This is going to take forever. Approximately two hours and twenty-seven minutes,” he teased.
I laughed. “Why’s that?”
“Because I’m not going to be able to stop doing this,” he said, kissing me on the mouth again.
The oven beeped, signaling it was preheated, interrupting us.
“Okay, let’s focus,” he said, shaking his head and pulling on a shirt. “You keep distracting me.”
I laughed. “I’m distracting you?”
He nodded and grinned at me.
“I’ll make muffins, you do the cookies,” I said, sitting the eggs, milk, and butter I’d brought from home and the recipe book I’d borrowed from my mom in front of him.
“So,” he said once he’d turned on some music, and we had worked side by side in silence for a moment, “are you ready for the photography showcase?”
I avoided his glance, feeling my chest tighten.
I had been shocked to find out that my photography class final wasn’t an exam or even an assignment to submit more photos. Instead, on Friday, the last day of finals, we had to matte the photos we’d submitted for our midterms and hang them in the student gallery on campus, graded on talking to guests about what the photos mean to us.
Professor Edison encouraged us to invite our friends, family, and significant others, saying it was easier to show our art to strangers than the people closest to us. The real challenge would be to look at the people who knew us best and bare our souls, she’d explained. My pulse had quickened at the idea, thinking of the photo of Dean I’d submitted. I’d stayed after class to confirm we didn’t have to invite guests, unsure if I was panicking more at the thought of Dean seeing the photo or my parents, not positive who would freak out more.
Professor Edison had seemed confused at my question. “Why wouldn’t you want to, Skylar? Your photos are great. They all tell a real story that is worth sharing.”
“Thank you,” I’d said, nervously adjusting my backpack on my shoulder. “But our grade isn’t specifically determined by how many people we personally know showing up, right? I can bare my soul to strangers, I promise.”
Her confusion had only seemed to deepen. “No, technically, your grade will be based on if you show up and participate.”
I’d nodded, feeling relieved. “Great. I’ll be there.”
Before she could ask anymore questions, I’d rushed out, saying I was running late for my next class.
“How did you know about the showcase?” I asked Dean, realizing he was waiting on an answer.
He shrugged. “I just assumed if you had the same midterm as I did, you’d have the same final. Are you excited?”
He must have noticed a difference in my expression because he then asked, “Oh, are your parents coming? Are you nervous?”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t invite them.”
My dad had called, frustrated, asking me to explain what the syllabus meant when it said the final was to ‘demonstrate real-world knowledge about the presentation of art.’
“We just have to stand up in front of class and present our photos,” I’d said, having practiced this line several times before this phone call. “It’s just a presentation, like the ones I have to do in economics.”
He’d scoffed at the idea that my economics and photography classes were in any way similar. “Do you know the rubric? Does this professor even give out real grades?”
“Yes, I talked to her after class the other day,” I’d said honestly.
“Your mother and I will be excited when this silly class is over,” he’d said with a sigh, weary of this constant battle, but satisfied enough by my answer. He’d switched gears before I could respond, asking about my other courses as I breathed a sigh of relief that my secret would be safe.
“Maybe you should consider inviting them,” Dean said casually, not looking up from what he was doing. “Maybe if they see what you’ve been working on and how good it is, they’ll get it.”
I sat down my whisk and took a deep breath, the photo burned in my brain. “No way. They would freak.”
“What about your sister?”
I shook my head.
“And your loud friend doesn’t get an invite either?”
I laughed. “Absolutely not. She would probably find a way to accidentally insult everyone there in less than five minutes.”
Dean laughed. “So it sounds like you’ll be alone.”
I nodded, so grateful I’d pulled it off.
“Okay,” he said slowly, sitting down his bowl and facing me. “So then if I dropped by, I could be Dean Cross and not a random barista or the idiot guy you tutor?”
I froze. “Wait, what?”
“I’m asking if you would care if I showed up.”
I looked at my muffin mix, trying to keep my expression neutral, thinking of that photo. If he saw it, things would get complicated. It would be the biggest Rule 4 violation we’d ever faced. I wasn’t ready for this whole thing between us to be over.
“Why would you want to do that?”
He was looking at me, but I couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze.
“Well, I’ve done gallery shows before, and I know how good it feels to see a familiar face. I thought I could be supportive.”
“Supportive,” I repeated as if I’d never heard the word before. I wasn’t sure I had.
“Yeah,” he said easily, picking up his bowl again, ahead of me, already placing perfectly sized scoops on a cookie sheet. “I know this class has been different for you, and I think it’s awesome that you’re killing it. But if you feel like it’s weird or somehow a Rule 3 thing, don’t worry about it. I get it.”
Finished with his task, he turned back to me. He knew I was being weird, but he didn’t seem upset about it.
“You don’t have to answer now. Just think about it,” he said with a shrug.
I looked down at my mixing bowl, not even close to finished. “You beat me,” I said, still dazed by his question.
“Oh, yeah, whatever. It’s not a competition,” he said with another shrug, kissing my cheek before walking into the living room area to change the music. I quickly finished what I was doing, double-checking the recipe, before joining him on the couch, kissing him soft and slow, until the oven beeped, signaling our cookies and muffins were done.
“Do you want one?” I asked, nodding to the muffins.
He shook his head. “Sorry, vegan thing. I’m sure they’re great.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said, nodding to my soy milk, bananas, and almond flour. “I was trying out a vegan recipe. It’s also gluten-free. I, uh, remembered you ordered gluten-free toast that one day. So I thought you could taste test one. It’s probably stupid,” I said with an eye roll, feeling vulnerable by the surprised way he looked at me.
“Well, good, because that makes me feel less stupid for doing this,” he said with a laugh, handing me a chocolate chip cookie.
The chips were lined up perfectly to form a seven. I looked at him, realizing the date, smiling. Seven months.
Before I could respond, he continued, “You and your numbers,” he said with an eye roll. “It’s like you said a date, and now it’s stuck in my head and I can’t help it—”
I interrupted by kissing him, pausing to laugh as we almost knocked over the baked goods as he lifted me to the counter.
Five days later, I was standing in the gallery as far away from my photos as possible, trying to remember to breathe, wondering if this had been a mistake. He hadn’t asked me about it since we’d baked. I didn’t have any external pressure to include him. There had been no logical reason for me to text him Thursday night to say it was cool if he wanted to drop by. But I hadn’t been able to get his words out of my head, that he wanted to be supportive, that he wanted to be just Dean Cross with me in public.
“Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked as he walked up, his smile replaced with concern.
I looked at my watch. “I can’t believe you’re here.”
“You said it started at six, right?”
He pulled his phone out of his pocket to check the time, a move I’d never seen him do in the seven months I’d known him.
It was 5:59.
“You’re early,” I said, shaking my head.
He looked confused. “Yeah, I set two alarms,” he said with a laugh. “I didn’t want to miss it. You look great.”
In a maroon pencil skirt, a sleeveless white silk shirt, a black blazer, and heels, I looked like someone who would buy the art, not make it. He was wearing a deep purple, almost black, faded blazer rolled at the sleeves, a palm leaf button-up, fitted black jeans, his brown leather lace-up boots, an equal mix of black, gold, and silver jewelry. Everyone in my class looked more Dean’s vibe than mine, a reminder that I didn’t really belong here.
I watched him as he looked around the gallery. My photos were displayed in the third room, the farthest from the entrance, a room that, at this moment, I was hoping he’d overlook.
“I’ll leave you alone so you can mingle and do your thing,” he said with a smile. “I don’t want to get in your way. I know how important grades are to you, princess.”
I nodded, watching him walk away, already taking in the other photos, pausing to look at each one, talking to the photographer, actually curious in everyone’s story. I ignored the pit in my stomach and walked to the room with my photos.
I stared at them on the wall, chewing on my fingernail, a terrible habit that would make my mom angry, knowing the photo on the wall would make her even angrier.
“It’s a great photo, Skylar,” Professor Edison said behind me, making me jump. “I noticed the subject is here.”
I nodded, not sure what to say, not sure how to explain who he was. Not positive if I even knew.
“Is he the reason you didn’t want to invite guests? Or is he the guest you didn’t want to invite?” she asked as I wondered if all artsy people were as perceptive as she and Dean were.
“Uh, I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. “Both, I think.”
We looked at the photo, the sunlight so golden, so warm and bright, spilling over him in the scene. I chewed on my nail harder.
A few strangers walked up, and she patted me on the shoulder before walking away. I righted myself, focused on my grade, putting on my best pageant smile, answering questions as needed.
The showcase lasted only an hour and a half. Knowing Dean, he would probably spend two to three minutes on each photo, meaning he would get to my section with only five minutes to spare before we would all be ushered out. I’d played this scenario out in my head a thousand times last night, still unsure of the exact words I would use to explain the photo.
I checked my watch. It was 7:21. I smoothed my hands over my skirt and took a deep breath, deciding if I was going to show him this photo, then I couldn’t wait any longer.
I walked out of the room to find him in the second room, talking to my professor, discussing one of the photos in front of them. He turned and smiled when he saw me.
“Hey, where are your photos? I haven’t seen any that look like your style.”
“Um,” I said, trying to think of the right words. I bit my lip, my heart banging in my chest, feeling slightly lightheaded. I was terrified that after 7:30 whatever was between us would be over. I didn’t want him to see that he was my inspiration and realize that maybe he meant more to me than the contract allowed.
“Your grade is based on participation, Skylar,” Professor Edison reminded me before I could speak. “Discussing the artwork with interested parties.”
I stared at her, my face flushing.
Dean smiled, not sure what was happening but sensing something was different. “I’m an interested person, Skye,” he said, stepping forward. “A very interested person.”
We hadn’t planned on something like this happening. Something with such a label — inspiration. And he was about to find out. This was a mistake. But, I reminded myself, I had planned to do this, and I was no one if not a girl who stuck to a plan.
I took Dean’s hand, surprising him since the professor was still standing there, and stepped back. “Uh, they’re over here.”
I glanced at my watch. 7:25 exactly. I stopped at the doorway, feeling the pressure of this internal battle in my chest.
“Wait, I just need a minute. Rule 1 and all that.”
“Don’t worry that I’m going to judge your artwork,” he said with an eye roll. “I’m an artist, I get the creative process is subjective. Whatever the photos look like, just know, I’m proud of you, Skye.”
This was the last thing I expected him to say. I opened my mouth and closed it. Then I cleared my throat, sure I’d heard him wrong. I’d never heard those words directed at me.
“You’re what?”
“I’m proud of you,” he repeated as if it was obvious. “This was a huge step, doing a showcase by yourself, even signing up for this photography class. I know it was out of your comfort zone. I mean, you’ve been blushing like crazy since it started,” he teased. “But seriously, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks, you should be proud of yourself, too.”
I stared at him, unable to move from my spot. No one had ever said those words to me before, and him saying them now didn’t help slow my heart. I looked at my watch again. 7:26. My minute was up.
He smiled, squeezing my hand. “Okay, since you still haven’t spoken, how about an amendment? I won’t say anything about your art. I’ll just look at it and stay silent. No critiques, no questions. Nothing. It’ll be Amendment 1.5? 1.6? I forget what we’re on.”
I nodded, taking a deep breath, and pulled on his hand again.
We stepped into the third room together.
My face was on fire, my heart clanging in my chest, my pulse beating in my ears.
He looked around, seeing other photos that weren’t mine, his expression neutral, curious. Then his gaze fell on the photo, right there between my BFF bracelets and Krista’s smiling face. He wasn’t able to hide his surprise at seeing it, seeing himself, labeled inspiration by me.
We stood side by side, looking at the photo in silence for exactly 23 seconds. Then he took a breath and faced me. I braced myself for his words. That this was too much. That this was not what he’d signed up for when we made the contract. That this was not the plan. That this wasn’t just sex anymore, that I’d ruined everything. I had trouble meeting his gaze, this feeling something I’d never experienced before, having never been this vulnerable, having no idea how he would react or what would happen in the future.
“Damn, I really wish I hadn’t made up that amendment,” he said quietly.
I laughed, covering my mouth with my hand, the noise louder than I anticipated because we were in the gallery alone.
“I really wish our contract wasn’t so rock solid,” he said with a laugh, slightly squeezing my hand.
I took a breath. “Yeah, sometimes I think that, too.”
I paused for exactly four seconds, lost in this moment, realizing his rich brown eyes said more than he would because of Rule 1, Rule 3, Rule 4. All the rules stopping us.
“Thanks for showing up,” I said, my voice hushed.
“Thanks for asking me to be here,” he said, smiling, stepping closer, gently brushing my cheek with his free hand. I stepped forward, our bodies almost touching. I hadn’t planned for this part, but I knew, instantly, this kiss was going to be different, wanting it to be different.
The overhead lights flashed, signaling the night was over, as Professor Edison walked in. Almost instinctively, we stepped away from each other.
“Dean, how do you like the photos? It’s not every day the artist becomes the subject.”
He kind of laughed and ran his fingers through his hair, glancing at the photo instead of looking at us. “It’s not every day an accounting major becomes an artist either.”
I laughed, shaking my head, my body still reeling from the rush I’d just experienced. The professor wished us goodnight, and Dean and I walked out of the gallery together, pausing on the sidewalk.
He smiled at me. “I have an idea. A way to celebrate your first gallery show.”
I laughed, falling into step with him. “And my last gallery show.”
“No more photography classes in your future?” he asked as we walked across campus.
I shook my head, thinking of my parents, knowing if I mentioned them now, this spell between us would be broken. That this conversation wouldn’t be just about my choice of courses.
“I don’t think so.”
He glanced at me, not saying anything, and part of me felt like he knew what I was thinking. Instead, he took my hand, and I followed him, curious where he was taking me.
I burst out laughing once we stopped walking, standing in front of a fast-food restaurant across campus.
“Dean, we’re way too dressed up for this.”
He rolled his eyes. “Who cares. You deserve this.”
“This is embarrassing,” I whispered as we stood in line, surrounded by people in t-shirts, jeans, and tennis shoes. I tried to picture us — a girl in heels and a skirt, a boy in a blazer and boots — under fluorescent lights on a dingy tile floor.
He laughed, barely noticing how people were looking at us.
“Don’t you love fries? You say you crave them once a week.”
I smiled and rolled my eyes, unable to come up with a reason to say no, allowing myself to let this experience happen, finding myself laughing as I sat across from him in a booth, eating fries and sipping a Diet Coke that he’d paid for.
“You don’t eat fries, do you? Because you only eat clean foods?”
He shrugged. “Not really,” he said, picking one up and smiling at me. “But I will with you. You can be the exception to my rule.”




CHAPTER TWELVE
“You can’t come here looking like that,” Dean said with a laugh, glancing up from the cup he was holding. “You’re distracting, and I don’t mess up latte art.”
I laughed, smoothing my hands over my navy suit and adjusting my blazer, and watched as he made a perfect foam leaf.
“It’s my first day,  so I thought I could drop by to ask for luck.”
He sat the latte on the bar, calling it out, and smiled at me.
“You don’t need luck, though, because you have actual talent, math genius. Do you want a coffee or do you have your awful little to-go cup with you?” he asked with a laugh, reading the symbols on another cup and moving to the espresso machine.
“I would love a coffee,” I said with a smile.
The start of summer meant the campus coffee shop was short-staffed and closed at 6 instead of 10, completely rearranging every barista’s schedule, turning Dean’s mostly night shift into an all-day shift starting at 5 a.m.
It had been tricky for us to see each other these past few weeks. I hadn’t realized how much he’d painted during the day while I’d been in class last semester until he admitted he was stressed out about falling behind, asking if we could shift some of our planned weeknight hook-ups to the weekends just until he got caught up. I’d agreed, needing to spend most of my time prepping for my internship interviews between balancing Krista’s wedding planning fever and wrapping up my final SGA obligations.
“What do you want? Your usual or something new to kick-off your super elite new internship?”
I smiled. After three rounds of interviews and beating out 134 applicants, I’d landed an internship at a noteworthy accounting firm downtown. My parents couldn’t believe it. Dad had even planned for me to intern in his accounting department as a backup while I couldn’t have imagined a worse fate than my overbearing father also being my CFO boss. Krista had been excited for me, giving me pantsuits and blazers she didn’t want anymore, only mentioning a few times when she’d interned there.
“Just my usual,” I said, watching him make foam, waiting on my favorite part, when he made latte art.
I leaned over the bar, watching him closer. He laughed, rolling his eyes at my interest, as he held the pitcher of foam over the cup. The past few times I’d dropped by the coffee shop, either on my way to print extra copies of my resume at the library or headed to the SGA office, I’d noticed him making latte art, something I’d overlooked since I always stuck by the register with black coffee. It was another talent of his I hadn’t been aware of, and now I was obsessed, mesmerized.
He made a foam feather and called another name, before pouring my light roast coffee. As he came around the counter and handed it to me, our fingers brushing, he looked me up and down and shook his head, smiling.
“Uh, I’m going to take a break now,” he said over his shoulder to Roe at the register, not seeming to care that it was 6:54 a.m.
“What’s your schedule look like this week?” I asked as he walked outside with me.
He sighed, leaning against my car. “Finishing some paintings, working all week, figuring out some dad stuff. But I still want to know about your first day,” he said, brushing his fingers against my wrist. “I wanna hear all about 1040s, 1065s, and 1120s.”
“You have no idea what those numbers mean,” I said with a laugh.
He laughed. “Yeah, I know, not a clue. I’m thinking, like, the number of forms or codes for … bills, maybe?” He laughed again and shrugged. “I’m just repeating back what you said during all those practice interviews when we were supposed to be having phone sex.”
I laughed, blushing, as he grinned. While we were good at most sexual acts together, we’d discovered phone sex was not one of them. Instead, we would end up just talking on the phone at night, always breaking Rule 6 — the one that said we shouldn’t talk on the phone unless it was sexual. Because of this, our inability to sync our schedules, and my interview prep obsession, Dean probably knew more accounting terms than any painter in existence.
I glanced at my watch, needing to go if I wanted to arrive early. Without my having to say anything, he read my mind.
“I’ll see you later, Skye. You’re going to kill it today. Did you remember to charge your calculator? Got your abacus? Do you bring the 1120s with you or do they supply those?” he joked, running his hands up and down my arms, the closest thing to a hug without breaking Rule 4.
I laughed even harder than before, grateful for him to calm my nerves. “You’re insane,” I said, leaning forward and kissing him quickly. “But maybe I could call you later to talk about it? I promise I’ll say at least two sexual things. I could describe what’s under this pantsuit.”
He laughed and pushed off my car, stepping toward the coffee shop. I’d never heard of a six-minute break before, but I didn’t call him out on it.
“I’d much rather see you, but I’ll settle for a phone call,” he said, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Good luck, princess.”
The week flew by, filled with new internship experiences and long dinners with Krista where I’d try to tell her about my day as she’d interject with seemingly random wedding questions. She was in full panic mode, her wedding only four months away. She’d look like she was focusing on me and then, suddenly, she’d ask a question about flowers, cake, songs, dresses, always something to throw me off, like I hadn’t studied for a test I should have known was coming.
“So I think that I’ll actually be putting in tax returns and maybe even communicate directly with some clients—”
“What do you think about gift bags?” she asked on Thursday, dropping her fork on her plate as if the lasagna in front of her was suddenly all wrong.
I looked up, confused. “What?”
“Gift bags,” she repeated, walking over to the poster boards on the living room wall. She inhaled sharply. “I didn’t write that down. All these people are coming in out of town, and I don’t even have gift bags for when they arrive at the hotel block. I don’t even know what we would put in them.”
“Krista, I’m trying to tell you about my day.”
“Yeah, but I already know what you’re saying,” she said, waving my comment away with her hand. “Do you need a plus-one?”
I stood, no longer hungry. “What?”
“A plus-one,” she said slowly, looking at me like she was seeing me for the first time in months. “Wait, are you dating someone? Doesn’t Lindy keep mentioning some Brad character?”
I shook my head, knowing she wasn’t listening closely enough to even try to lie. “There is no Brad.”
She placed her hands on her hips, cocking her head, staring at me even more. “No Brad,” she repeated, turning back to the poster boards, her focus already gone. “Kyle still hasn’t told me what flavor cake he likes best.”
I put my arm around her. “Sis, you have got to chill out.”
She shook her head. “You haven’t been going on as many dates as much anymore.”
I laughed. “Yeah, I’m not in school right now so I’m not really hanging around the campus coffee shop. I’m focusing on my internship.”
“So you’re single,” she said, writing on a red sticky note and standing on the couch to slap it on the poster board. In all caps it said ‘gift bags’ in black ink, meaning it was a problem we would solve together. I sighed. I guess I had time.
“Yeah, I’m single,” I said, rolling my eyes.
She didn’t notice, moving to write ‘cake choice’ in red on a sticky note, slapping it over the note that read ‘order cake.’ I knew my sister well, but I couldn’t identify with whatever this was. I hugged her, telling her that I wished she would take some time to relax.
“Wait,” she said as I put away our leftovers. “What did you say about the coffee shop? Are you still doing your experiment?”
I didn’t bother to respond, knowing she wasn’t looking at me or even listening anyway. Later, I turned on a movie, trying to zone out as she wrote more sticky notes and added more to-dos to our list. Our parents called after, and I put the phone on speaker, trying to tell them about my day, but the newness of my internship had already worn off, both of them hyper-focused on Krista’s gift bag crisis.
“Hey,” Dean said, answering on the third ring once I was in bed. “How was your day?”
“It was good,” I said, turning to look out the window. “I’ll actually put in tax returns and maybe even communicate directly with clients.”
There was a pause, and I wondered if maybe this just wasn’t interesting, that I should keep this kind of stuff to myself.
“That sounds cool. You’d be awesome at communicating with clients, no doubt. What does putting in tax returns mean though, specifically? And be as specific as possible,” he said with a laugh.
I closed my eyes, explaining it, describing what the office and my desk looked like when he asked and the little routines I’d already created for myself, like how I found myself warming up my daily coffee at exactly 9:43 a.m., a fact that made him groan, and how if I leaned back in my chair at just the right time, I could see the sun begin to set, the moon already in the sky.
“Tell me about the paintings you’re working on,” I asked after.
Since we’d been talking on the phone almost nightly since summer started, I could clearly picture where he was. I’d learned that what I’d assumed was a garage or storage below his place was actually a studio he’d created for himself and was where he spent most of his time. I knew that when we talked on the phone, he would step out, sitting on the staircase outside, and that he could see the same sky as me.
He told me about the landscapes he was painting, trying to describe the exact shade of red he’d been working to get just right for days. I listened intently, wishing I could see it. When he was finished, I opened my eyes, looking at the clock.
“Shit, Dean, we’ve been talking for fifty-seven minutes, and we haven’t even tried to have phone sex.”
He laughed. “Damn, we’re so bad at this.” I heard him yawn. “I’m kind of too tired for it right now, is that lame? I have to get up in, like, four hours or something.”
“Four hours and thirty-two minutes.”
“Right,” he said, his voice a smile. “And I’m not even finished with what I’m working on. Let’s save it for something real. What do you think? Are you free tomorrow night?”
I smiled. “Yeah, that sounds perfect.”
The next night, I rushed in my apartment after my internship, energized by how good of a first week I’d had, excited to tell Dean all about it in person, wondering if the landscapes I’d pictured in my head would look anything like the ones in real life, already thinking of the right outfit to wear over my red bra, trying to think of some silly joke about if that was the red he’d been looking for.
“Hey, what’s the rush?” Krista asked, sitting chips on the coffee table as I burst in.
I took a deep breath and paused in front of the couch. “Sorry, I think I had too much coffee at work. What are you doing?”
“Getting ready for game night. Actually, can you help me?”
I glanced at my watch and sighed. I still had an hour before I needed to leave. “Sure, what do you need help with?”
She pulled out snacks and wine in the kitchen, asking me to put them in cute bowls and make sangria. As she picked up the living room, she asked me what I was up to tonight. It had been months since she’d asked me something like that, and I faltered, not sure what excuse I could use.
“I think I’m just going to go to the library,” I said, hoping she was distracted enough to not really pay attention to the details.
She fluffed a throw pillow on our couch, glancing at me. “It’s Friday night. Plus, why would you do that in the summer?”
I looked down at the apple I was cutting for sangria, annoyed. She hadn’t questioned this exact same excuse during my winter break.
“I don’t know. I just wanted to catch up on some stuff.”
“Catch up on what?” she asked, coming back into the kitchen. I glanced at her. She was watching me with a determined expression.
“Um,” I said, unsure why she was giving me this much attention, asking questions she should have asked almost eight months ago. “SGA stuff?”
She shook her head. “Lindy is coming over tonight. If she gets to have a fun Friday night, shouldn’t you, too?”
“I also have … intern stuff,” I said, scooping the fruit mix into a pitcher.
“Like what? I don’t remember working Friday nights when I interned there,” she said, brushing away the mess I’d made on the kitchen counter and handing me a wine opener.
I took it, feeling like I was moving in slow motion, unable to think quickly. I was out of practice for coming up with excuses, and now that the spotlight was on me, I was falling.
“I don’t know, Krista,” I said with an easy shrug, hoping it was a good enough response, knowing it wasn’t.
She smiled, looking like she’d won a game I hadn’t been aware we were competing in.
“Great, so you can stay here tonight then,” she said, placing the snack bowls on the coffee table.
“What?” I said, laughing at the idea. “No, I don’t want—”
My phone buzzed in my pocket, interrupting me. I read the message from Dean, then reread it, my heart sinking. He was canceling, saying he was so sorry but he had to deal with something that came up with his dad, and he wouldn’t have time tonight.
“You don’t want what?” Krista asked as I stood in the kitchen, shocked by this sudden change of plans.
“I don’t want to join game night,” I said, annoyed that what I wanted wasn’t a good enough reason. “I wouldn’t enjoy it.”
“But you just said you aren’t doing anything tonight,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “And I want you to join.”
I stared at her, confused how this was becoming an argument.
“I just said I was doing something and that I don’t
want to join.”
I felt my phone buzz in my pocket, a calendar reminder of fallen plans. I was completely thrown off guard, not sure what was happening between Krista and me, and feeling like I shouldn’t care this much that the guy I was just sleeping with had canceled on me. It wasn’t like it was even a date, I reminded myself.
Kyle knocked on the front door, a distraction I took advantage of, pouring a glass of sangria and ducking into my bedroom before the argument I could feel bubbling between us erupted.
After I texted Dean back, telling him I hoped everything was okay, I sat on my bed, trying to think of something to do. I hadn’t had a night with nothing to do since after Krista’s engagement party, when Dean and I had laid in his bed, his arms around me.
I heard Lindy’s loud voice in the living room, signaling the start of game night, so I decided to just clean my room, turning on “I Want You to Want Me,” a song that had been stuck in my head since Dean and I had baked together. I was so focused on organizing my desk that I almost didn’t hear the knock on my door.
I sighed, turning down my music, already annoyed at Krista for bothering me again. She knew I didn’t want to be a fifth wheel. She knew I didn’t want to participate in game night.
“What?” I said, opening my door in a huff. “Oh shit,” I said immediately.
Michael smiled. “Hey, Skylar, game night is starting, you don’t want to be late, do you?”
After I’d recovered from my shock, I was furious, mad at Michael for showing up, but even angrier at Krista for inviting him.
“What the hell, Krista?” I said, pulling her into the kitchen. “And then you sent him to my bedroom to get me? That’s exactly something Mom would do.”
“I thought it was romantic.”
“That’s romance to you? My ex-boyfriend showing up at our apartment unannounced, knocking on my bedroom door?”
I looked into the living room where he was sitting on the floor, holding a beer, talking to Brandon and Kyle as if this was two years ago. I looked back at Krista, scowling.
“Well, I invited him, so he wasn’t unannounced,” she said with a light laugh. “You told me that you were stressed about not having a plus-one. I thought this was a great solution.”
I wanted to scream. “You’re stressed that I don’t have a plus-one. Not me,” I said through gritted teeth.
“What’s the difference? If I’m stressed, you’re stressed,” she said, reminding me that I was her maid of honor, her sister, I should be in this with her. I shook my head, refusing to follow this logic. “Well, he’s here now, and I’m not kicking him out. Mom would be horrified at such bad manners.”
I grabbed another glass of wine, unable to even handle how angry I was. So I stormed out of the kitchen, sitting down hard next to Michael.
“Are you still really good at Cranium?”
He smiled. “If you’re my partner.”
I took a deep breath, looking at Krista smiling pretty across the room next to Kyle, holding his hand, her ring sparkling on her finger.
“Fine,” I said, looking back at him, sitting up straighter, pulling my hair into a ponytail, trying to keep my hands busy so maybe they would stop shaking. “Just make sure we win, okay?”
★☽★★☽
I felt awful, and my slight hangover wasn’t to blame. I felt pangs of guilt and waves of nausea, wishing I could take back the whole night. I rolled over in my bed, covering my face with my hands, trying to push the memories from last night out of my head.
The night had started innocently enough.
I’d told myself I would beat Krista and Kyle in just one game, a simple way to get back at her. A little sisterly fight, I rationalized. Beating her in Cranium was better than pushing down my anger and us really fighting later, saying words we couldn’t take back.
But then the rush of beating her hit me hard, the shock on her face when Michael and I won such a satisfying feeling, just as good as it felt when we’d been a couple and won everything. So when Krista challenged us to a rematch with a trivia game, I couldn’t say no.
We won that, too, becoming louder and more boastful, cheering and high-fiving each other, easily sliding into somewhat-playful-kind-of-hurtful trash talk that we could blame on the game.
“Hell yeah, Skylar,” Michael said, slipping his arm around my shoulders as I beat Krista in another round of face-to-face trivia. “You have changed.”
I smiled. I couldn’t believe someone had finally noticed and admitted it to my face.
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve gotten even better at this game,” he said with a laugh, picking up a card, ready to face off against Kyle.
I kind of laughed, shaking my head, telling him to shut up and focus on the game.
We won again, jumping up and down, Michael picking me up like old times, telling me I was the best as I pointed at Krista and laughed, the mix of wine and winning making me even more childish, pulling me back to how I used to be when I was with Michael.
I groaned in my bed, thinking of the memory, so embarrassed.
The next game was even more competitive, but we couldn’t stop, addicted to being number one. This was our vice, we were the worst versions of ourselves, highly competitive and downright mean.
“Wow, we’re totally dominating this game night,” I said, laughing. “It’s, like, do you guys even want to play anymore? It’s kind of sad.”
Michael laughed, putting his arm around me again. “Yeah, we’re clearly the best match here, so maybe you all should just stop while you’re ahead … well, wait, you aren’t ahead. Hmm, well, then I guess this is just awkward,” he said, making me laugh and grin at Krista, wondering why wasn’t she happy for me, isn’t this what she wanted.
“Okay, okay,” Krista said, holding up her hands and leaning against Kyle who wrapped his arms around her waist. I scowled, shrugging Michael’s arm off of me. “Geez, you two are being really sore winners.”
Lindy looked at us, shaking her head. “I don’t remember you two being this mean.”
“Well, you don’t pay attention to anything, Lindy,” I said with a shrug. “So that makes sense. And maybe that’s why you and Brandon are in last place tonight.”
Michael laughed. “You guys in for a fourth round? We’ll take it easy on you this time.”
“Consider it one of the many favors I’m constantly doing for you,” I said to Krista, not feeling the guilt from that statement until the next day. She rolled her eyes, not responding.
“I think we’re done,” Kyle said, sitting down his beer on the table. “Let’s call it a night.”
I rolled my eyes. “Boring.”
“Scared,” Michael chimed in.
I laughed, so glad he got it. I may not have wanted to be with him, but in this scenario, I had to admit he was the perfect match.
Krista stood, hastily picking up the items on the coffee table, and moved to the kitchen. Her silence said more than any angry words could have. I rolled my eyes again, not caring at this moment, still on a winner’s high.
Kyle followed her to make sure she wasn’t too upset. I rolled my eyes once more, not willing to admit to myself that I was jealous. Because even if she’d lost, she still got to be with the guy she wanted after the games were put away.
“This was fun,” Lindy said with a laugh as she and Brandon gathered their things. “I mean, once you look past how intense you two are, it really was nice to get the gang back together. Honestly, it’s good to see you back to normal, Skylar.”
I looked at her, tearing my gaze away from where Kyle had his arms around Krista’s waist, making her smile, kissing her cheek, right there, in front of all of us.
“What?” I said, suddenly crashing from my high.
“I think she means this is the real you, Skylar,” Michael said.
I shook my head, feeling the guilt then, right in the chest, his arm heavy on my shoulders. I pushed him off of me.
“No,” I said, standing as Lindy and Brandon waved bye at the door. “Wait, no, this wasn’t me. This isn’t what I wanted,” I said quickly, but Lindy was already walking out, not listening, saying she’d text me later so we could grab coffee and catch up about SGA’s new president.
Michael stood, pulling me into a hug.
“It was really good to see you. I know you felt it all come back,” he said, his voice low, close to my ear, making me cringe. “This is us. This is what makes us so good.”
I closed my eyes, shaking my head. This was what had made us so bad.
“Michael, stop.”
“Skylar, come on, I know you. This is what you want,” he said, slightly annoyed, leaning back to properly look at me, not understanding why I wasn’t agreeing with him.
“I want to go to bed,” I said, pushing him away. “Can you please leave?”
“Or we could celebrate like how we used to,” he said with his trademark charming smile.
I felt like I was stuck in the past, my brain saying one thing — that this made sense, that a guy like him was who I was supposed to be with, he’d always been the perfect one, I had the pro and con list to prove it — and my body feeling another way, not even a one-percent desire to sleep with him.
I rolled over in my bed again, so annoyed last night had gone the way it did, squinting against the sunlight streaming through my open window. I’d been too buzzed and too exhausted to remember to close it last night — too upset that Krista and Kyle went to bed together, and I went to bed alone.
I closed my eyes and dialed my phone.
Dean laughed the second he answered. “Did you drunk text me last night?”
I groaned, pulling the covers over my head. “I haven’t checked what I sent. Do I even want to know?”
“You said, ‘I am a winner, but you think I’m a princess, do you like me Dean’ with a period at the end. Was that your attempt at a haiku? Or are we back to sexting? I don’t think that was your best work.”
I kind of laughed, burying deeper under the covers, squeezing my eyes shut, grateful he couldn’t see how hard I was blushing.
“Sorry I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure if it was question, and I didn’t see it until this morning anyway.”
I laughed, groaning. “What are you up to? Is your dad okay?”
He sighed. “I’m still at his house. Currently standing in front of a coffee pot, and I’m trying to decide if it’s worth it. I mean at this point, I don’t think I can get more tired, so maybe I’ll just wait. I don’t know. I feel like I’m not making any sense,” he said with a laugh. “What are you doing? Why are you up so early?”
“You know what time it is?”
He laughed again. “I know I’m already late for work, so that’s something.” He sighed again. “Skye, I miss you. I’m sorry I had to cancel on you last night. Can I make it up to you? Can we have real, unmovable plans on Friday? I’ll even put it in my calendar.”
I smiled. “You have a calendar?”
“Well, my phone calendar. I think I’ve done that once or twice before. Maybe when I was in school,” he said with a laugh. “Just let me know what you think and if you’re free. And now I’m sorry again because I have to go. I just looked at the oven clock, and it’s way later than I thought it was.”
“I miss you, too, by the way,” I said quickly before he hung up.
I stayed in my room for a majority of the day, sneaking out to grab coffee when I heard Krista and Kyle leave to get lunch, knowing they had a meeting with the jeweler after to order wedding bands. I hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to apologize to her, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to, still mad at her for inviting Michael. But I was also mad at myself for so quickly becoming a version of the person I didn’t want to be again.
I faced the coffee pot, rolling my eyes at how stupid I felt as I sent Dean a picture with an actual attempt at a haiku: This coffee pot sucks, Chemex would be better or, Aeropress with you.
I smiled as he responded almost immediately, thinking this was hilarious. After a moment, he texted me again: Sleep deprived, are you; just a princess in my dreams; or are you real Skye. (Sorry… I dropped out before I got around to taking an English class).
I bit my lip, blushing even harder than before and laughing out loud in my empty apartment, unable to stop myself from wishing he was here despite my best efforts. The feeling was just as strong as it had been last night except I didn’t have sangria to blame it on.
I hid out in my room for the rest of the weekend, only sneaking out to run errands, anything to avoid Krista and to push my childish antics from game night out of my head. Coming up with cheesy haikus for the next 48 hours with Dean helped.
On Monday, I dropped by the coffee shop, not wanting to wait 120 hours until Friday. The mornings were busy with a stream of people coming and going, constant interruptions making our short conversations even shorter. So I got straight to the point.
“I’m free on Friday,” I said as he made a latte. “If you’re still interested.”
He smiled at me, glancing up from the tree he was creating.
“Yeah, it’d be awesome to see you without a counter between us and when I don’t have to split my focus between foam and checking you out. A guy like me should not be so attracted to a girl like you in a blazer.”
“Well, a girl like me shouldn’t basically be stalking a guy like you in a coffee shop,” I said with a laugh.
He laughed. “Okay, let me take these orders, and then I’ll walk with you to your car. Maybe we can figure out a post-hookup activity to do together on Friday,” he said with a grin, switching places with Roe at the register.
I’d learned that even though Dean was an expert latte artist, he preferred the variety of interacting with people at the register over the monotony of making the same drinks over and over again.
I moved to the back of the line, actually wanting a cup of coffee for my commute, when I felt a familiar touch on my shoulder.
I turned and sighed. “What are you doing here, Michael? Are you actually stalking me at this point?”
He laughed. “Good morning to you, too, Skylar. No, I’m actually taking a summer class,” he said, not saying this meant he didn’t get an internship. “Why are you here? Don’t you have an internship downtown?”
I turned, not looking at him as we scooted up in the line. “I prefer the coffee here.”
He laughed at that. “You know, we haven’t really had a chance to talk about your internship. Do you have time to sit and talk? We could catch up.”
I glanced at Dean. There were exactly two people between us.
“No, I don’t have time. So, uh, yeah, good seeing you, Michael,” I said quickly, turning my back to him.
There was now one person between Dean and Michael and me.
“Ah, I see, if you don’t want to talk about your internship, that must mean Krista helped you get it,” he said casually.
I faced him, ready to snap back. But then I realized he was doing this to me again, manipulating me, pulling me back to the worst version of myself.
I turned around, noticing the person in front of me was gone. Dean looked at me and smiled, glancing at Michael who was now standing next to me rather than behind me.
I froze, needing just one second to react to this unplanned scenario, but that was too long for Michael.
“She’ll have a small iced caramel latte,” he said, pulling out his wallet. “And I’ll get the same.” He glanced at me with a smile. “Our favorites, right?”
Dean looked at me, not quite smiling, and I opened my mouth, but Michael, already done with this interaction, faced me.
“I had fun Friday night,” he said, placing his hand on my wrist.
Dean glanced at Michael’s hand.
“Um,” I said, my cheeks turning red no matter how much I willed them to stop.
“It was just like old times,” he continued. “Being in your apartment, laughing, and celebrating with you.”
“Michael, stop—” I said, having never felt this flustered before. “That wasn’t—”
“$7.10,” Dean said, looking at Michael.
Michael handed Dean his card and looked back at me. “Kyle mentioned that you still don’t have a plus-one for the wedding. So you’re still single.”
Dean handed him back his card. “What’s the name for the order?” he asked, picking up a cup.
“Michael and Skylar,” Michael answered, smiling at me, putting his arm around me before I could react.
“Skylar. Got it,” Dean said, his voice level, stepping back to make the drinks, switching places with Roe.
I pushed Michael off of me, but Dean’s back was already to us. He called our drink orders, and before I could step forward, Michael grabbed them off the bar, handing me my drink, our fingers brushing, a move I knew Dean also noticed.
“Come on, I’ll walk you to your car,” Michael said, smiling his classic charming smile at me.
I glanced at my watch. I had to leave or else I would risk being late to work. I looked over my shoulder, but Dean had already moved on, no longer looking at me.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
More than a year ago, when I’d told my parents that Michael and I had broken up, Mom actually cried. Dad’s reaction was more similar to an interrogation, demanding every detail, asking why this had happened, did I think I could convince him to take me back.
Krista, who’d been standing silently as we sat at the table, family dinner over and the plates cleared, scoffed at his question.
“Skylar broke up with him,” she said before I could try to convince them it had been mutual. I figured if they thought it had been Michael’s decision, too, they’d be less disappointed and wouldn’t try to change my mind.
“What?” Mom said, more shocked by this than the news that our relationship was over. “Why?”
I looked at her to try to answer, but she wasn’t asking me. She was looking at Krista who had her arms crossed, annoyed.
She shrugged. “I tried to talk her out of it. She won’t listen.”
Krista and I rarely fought. We’d been raised by a debutante mom, always told that it was better to be pretty little girls than fighting monsters. The only two choices in our world.
But my sister and I had fought about Michael. She was the one I went to, the one who always gave me advice, the road map for where I should go. I’d thought she’d be able to help me. I should have known that changing something up, especially a years-long relationship, would rattle her, catch her off guard, completely throw off the plan.
“Why would you do that? You two love each other,” she said when I’d told her, sitting on her bedroom floor, that I was thinking of dumping him.
I shook my head.
We’d never said those words, not even after all these years.
Sure, we said we loved things about each other — I loved that he was competitive, handsome, well-to-do, and equally school-obsessed — but we’d never committed to loving each other, our full selves, every little detail. And since he’d brought up marriage at family dinner nearly two weeks before, basically telling me that was the plan, I’d been trying to figure out why the idea made me feel like I was going to have a panic attack instead of joy. When Krista talked about marrying Kyle one day, her whole face lit up. She knew, without a doubt, that he was the person she wanted to spend all her time with. So what was wrong with me?
I tried to explain this to her, fumbling over the words.
“This doesn’t make sense, Skylar,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “Michael is everything you want. Ever since we were kids and would make up our dream guys, he’s exactly what you’ve said you wanted.”
I nodded. She was right. He was supposed to be the one.
“I don’t think I love him,” I said, unable to meet her gaze. “I don’t think I want to be with him.”
“It’s not about what you want,” she said, her tone calm and steady. “And it sounds like you aren’t sure. Look, what does Dad always tell us when we can’t figure out a problem?”
I sighed, picking at a piece of carpet. “That we’re being too emotional. Which means we’re being irrational. That we need to step back and think about it—”
“Like a math problem,” she said, finishing my sentence. “Why don’t you take all the things you like about Michael and put it in one column, all the pros, and compare it against the things you don’t like, all his cons. Don’t think about how you feel, you know? Just consider all the cold hard facts, right in front of you, on paper.” She stood, grabbing a notebook from her desk. “Let’s work on this together.”
I watched her as she dated the top of the first blank page, writing Michael’s name, waiting for me to speak.
“Skylar,” Krista said, putting her arm around me. “Just picture one place where you’re with him, okay? Like, think about the coffee shop on campus.”
I nodded, imagining us across from each other at our usual table.
“Okay, and now let all the other variables fall away and just focus on Michael’s qualities,” she said, her pen poised over the paper.
I listed pros off the top of my head as Krista wrote, realizing once I was done that she had reached the bottom of the page.
“Okay, now what about his cons?”
I hesitated.
“Skylar, his cons, things you don’t like?” she pressed.
“I don’t know,” I said. I could only think of how much my family loved him, always calling him — and us — perfect. “I guess he doesn’t have any.”
She looked at me for a moment and then back at the notebook.
“Well, then I guess you have your answer. There is no logical reason why you’d dump him.”
I nodded, feeling like I was going to be sick. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” I stood and took a deep breath. “Can I borrow that notebook?”
“Sure,” she said, handing it to me. “Baby sis, this is part of growing up. Realizing that it’s kind of terrifying when you finally find what you’ve been looking for. That what you’ve spent all your life looking for is right there, and you get to have it.”
I nodded again. “And that’s Michael?”
“Yeah, it has to be. The math checks out. Thirty-three pros versus zero cons.”
I sat on my bed that night, staring out the window, trying so hard to figure out why I felt this way. I looked at the notebook, counting and recounting the list, knowing Krista was right, so I didn’t understand why I just couldn’t agree with this math. I had all this data, right in front of me, and I had the perfect guy, already in my life. And I didn’t want it.
So when I told Krista the next night that I broke up with Michael, she wasn’t able to understand it either. I wasn’t sure if she was so upset because she cared about me and wanted the best for me or because I hadn’t listened to her. Maybe my changing — going against the math and her advice — had shaken her to the core, disrupting a perfectly planned life she’d envisioned full of going on double dates, spending long weekends at the lake house, creating new traditions at the holidays, planning weddings together, raising our families in the same neighborhood. After all, if Michael was my husband, then he would be her perfect brother-in-law, rounding out our beautiful family photos.
“Just explain it to me so I can understand,” Krista said, scowling.
I shook my head. “It’s not easy to explain.”
I said the same thing to my parents, leaving them puzzled, confused, angry, and disappointed. Because sometimes things that should be the simplest to explain just aren’t.
Why I broke up with the perfect person.
Why I was sleeping around with a guy like Dean.
But it should’ve been easy to explain who Michael was to Dean.
Except he wouldn’t let me.
“Hey, I don’t really have time to talk right now,” Dean said when I called him driving home from my internship. “Plus, it’s like 6 p.m., and you’re driving, and those two things mean we aren’t going to have phone sex, so, yeah … Rule 6.”
“Rule 6,” I repeated. We’d never called Rule 6 on each other.
“Yep,” he said easily. “I’ll catch you later.”
“Wait, are we still on for Friday?”
He paused for three seconds. “Yeah, if you feel like coming by, we can hook up at my place. But yeah, since I’m making the time for that, I kind of have to dedicate extra time to other stuff throughout the week. So I probably won’t be super available. Just a heads up.”
“A heads up,” I repeated.
He laughed. “Yeah, that means I’m giving you the courtesy of telling you something in advance so you won’t be totally caught off guard. Hey, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you Friday.”
I hung up, shaking my head. It was clear without him saying it that Rule 2 — we can both do whatever with whoever, no permission or discussions needed — was still highly in effect.
That fact was even clearer on Friday when, after we’d hooked up and he’d moved to the couch while I stayed in bed, my phone buzzed. I dug around in the twisted bedsheets to find it, glancing at Dean who was focused on whatever he was doing, not paying attention.
I sighed — deciding I was going to break the rule anyway and just explain that Michael was no one, this was all a misunderstanding — as I picked up my phone, glancing at the screen.
I did a double-take, confused, realizing I wasn’t holding my phone. That I didn’t know anyone named Abbi.
I read the message exactly three times, holding my breath.
Still on for tomorrow? Dinner on me this time!
I hastily locked the screen and tossed it back under the covers, feeling the heat rise in my face.
I’d experienced jealousy enough in my life to know what it felt like. But never like this. Never about a guy. Especially about a guy I was specifically not supposed to care about, reminding myself the other part of Rule 2 — no jealousy — a rule I’d agreed to.
I stood, pulling on the rest of my clothes, my hands shaking.
“You work tomorrow, right?” I said, crossing my arms over my chest, trying to keep my voice neutral.
“Yeah, in the morning,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at me. “Which means you can’t stay late.”
“I wasn’t asking to stay late,” I said, unable to stop myself from snapping at him. “I was actually saying that because I should probably just go now. I’d hate for you to be really tired tomorrow.”
He stood. “Okay, whatever you want to do.”
I shook my head, trying hard not to take out my anger on him. It wasn’t his fault. We’d agreed to this beforehand. I wasn’t allowed to be this upset. There was no logical reason I should be this upset.
“Do you want me to go now?” I asked, having never been this direct.
He shrugged. “I’m not going to tell you what to do.”
“Of course not,” I said, rolling my eyes and grabbing my purse from the kitchen island.
I wondered if he had kissed her, picking her up on the island, just like he’d kissed me before. I wondered if she had stayed over here. Or if she got to go out in public with him, on dates, not caring what her sister or her parents thought, and he’d easily hold her hand or put his arm around her, pulling her close.
I wondered if he liked her more than he liked me.
“You know,” I said, turning around after I placed my hand on the door and realized he wasn’t going to stop me, wasn’t going to come up with an amendment to get me to stay, “it doesn’t make you chill because you make other people decide for you. Not having a plan is the same as not choosing.”
Dean looked at me, not seeming very chill.
In fact, he looked annoyed.
“Right, so I guess letting other people just tell you what to do and what you want is the best way to go then.”
He reached around me and opened the door for me.
I stepped out, halfway down the stairs, trying hard to bury this feeling, knowing jealousy brought out the worst in me. It was irrational to be this upset. But that didn’t stop my body from reacting, my heart pounding, my face flushed, short-circuiting my rational brain.
I stopped, turning back to look at him. “What do you mean, other people just tell me what I want?”
“An iced caramel latte?” he said, rolling his eyes. “What a joke.”
“Rule 2, Dean,” I snapped, feeling like a hypocrite.
“Yeah, I know the rule, Skylar,” he snapped right back as I stepped to the ground. I turned, completely shocked he hadn’t called me Skye, but he’d already shut the door.
★☽★★☽
“Wow. I’ve never even seen this place before,” Krista said, her tone somewhere between surprised and skeptical.
I looked at her, deadpan, and she smiled brightly.
“But I’m super excited to try it. Something new, that could be fun,” she said, opening the thick wooden door. “You first.”
I stepped inside the local coffee shop that was exactly five minutes from campus and five minutes from our apartment. Having never been here before, Krista and I stood close to the door, taking in the rough brick walls, the industrial concrete floors, a wall in the far corner covered in ivy, live edge tables, and brightly colored metal chairs that somehow looked modern and vintage at the same time. In the middle of the shop was a square white bar where baristas in cool outfits poured coffee into hand-thrown clay mugs and, behind them, a metal spiral staircase, leading to an upstairs I knew we wouldn’t venture far enough to check out.
“How’d you hear about this place?” Krista asked.
“Um, just, like, around school,” I answered vaguely. “I overheard some people talking about it.”
She kind of laughed. I knew she felt out of place here, especially since there was no menu behind the baristas because there wasn’t even really a defined place that marked the beginning of a line.
“In your photography class?” she teased. “I’m just kidding, don’t roll your eyes so hard.”
If I was being truthful, I’d heard about this place from Dean. It was one of the many things we’d talked about when we’d stayed up all night at my apartment on his birthday. He’d asked me if I’d ever been to Ivy & Roast as if I knew what that was, unable to believe I’d never noticed the nondescript brick building covered in ivy behind the laundromat and my salon. In his opinion, it was one of the only places in town to get actual good coffee.
After we ordered — reading off a clipboard a barista with bright green hair and trendy glasses handed us as she wrote down our order on a sticky note — we sat down closest to the ivy wall. Krista reached in her purse, pulling out a small brown bag.
I hesitated, still not sure exactly why I was here, or, more importantly, why she’d agreed to bring me.
I’d been apprehensive when she’d knocked on my bedroom door early this morning, asking if I felt like getting coffee, I could choose any place, her treat. We still hadn’t talked about game night, too stubborn and polite to acknowledge that night hadn’t gone how either of us had wanted. Instead we’d successfully avoided each other until I made things worse when I’d come home from Dean’s, still shaken from the idea that some girl named Abbi existed.
“Are you okay?” she’d asked, looking up from the couch where she and Kyle had been reading, as I tried not to slam the front door.
“I’m fine,” I’d said, avoiding her gaze.
“Whoa, wait,” she’d said, standing. “Skylar, what’s wrong?”
“Like you even care.”
I’d pushed past her, feeling like I was a child all over again, acting like a moody brat, slamming my bedroom door, giving her the silent treatment when she’d knocked on my door that night.
So I was surprised we ended up here eight hours later.
She handed me the paper bag, and I took it, peering inside.
“A chocolate donut,” I said, feeling the chip on my shoulder melt.
“I wasn’t sure what coffee shop you’d choose, so I wanted to make sure I had this to give you, just in case.” She paused and tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear, adjusting her purse on her lap, clearly uncomfortable. “I don’t know if you remember this since it’s such a little thing, but when you got stitches on your knee…”
I laughed, nodding. “Yeah, I remember that fall pretty clearly.”
She kind of smiled at me. “Yeah, but I’m talking about after. In the doctor’s office. You were so upset, and nothing I said would help. You wouldn’t stop crying no matter what I said or did. And Dad snapped at me to stop because I was just making things worse,” she said, letting out a little breath. “And then he made me wait in the waiting room alone, and you went to get stitches without me because he said that my being so upset was making you more upset.”
I nodded, not recalling this part. All I could remember was the fall, how much it had hurt, how she and Dad had been so mad at me.
She sat her purse on the floor, shifting in her chair. “And that just made things way worse. I was all alone, no idea if you were okay or not. I kept telling myself if I had just paid attention more in that moment when we were racing,” I bit my lip, not wanting to tell her that it hadn’t been a race I even knew was happening, “then maybe you wouldn’t have gotten so hurt.”
She looked around the coffee shop again, probably wondering why it was taking so long for us to get our drinks. Dean had warned me about this. Since they didn’t serve drip coffee, I’d probably hate it, because every order would take 10 times longer than I’d want to wait, he’d teased.
Krista looked back at me and took a deep breath. “So anyway, Mom showed up, saw how upset I was, and got me a chocolate donut from the vending machine while we waited.”
I laughed. “But you hate chocolate.”
Krista rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know, it’s like Mom got us mixed up or something because she was so frazzled. So, finally, you came out, and the first thing I did was hug you and give you the donut, thinking somehow that would make things better,” she said with a small laugh.
I smiled, remembering that moment. It was a faded memory, something I hadn’t thought about in maybe a decade. She’d hugged me hard, squeezing really tight, distracting me from my aching knee, saying she would never let go, that she would never let me get hurt like that again.
I looked at her now, so pretty and anxious in this strange place, carrying a weight on her shoulders I hadn’t really noticed. I looked back at the donut, feeling even guiltier than before.
“Krista, I want to apolog—”
“No, Skylar, don’t say sorry. I’m saying sorry,” she said with a laugh. “You’re much better at words and saying what you feel, so if you apologize, you’ll just one-up my apology,” she teased.
She paused as a barista sat down our coffees, a black Chemex coffee for me, a caramel latte for her.
“Look, here is what I know, for a fact. For a fact, I should not have invited Michael to game night. That was, like, a terrible decision on my part. Seeing you two together…” She shook her head, and I looked down at my coffee, embarrassed.
“I’m not criticizing you, Skylar,” she said quickly. “I don’t know if it’s because time has passed so I have a different perspective or because you two are different than you used to be, but…” She paused to think of the right words.
“Michael and I are bad for each other,” I finished for her.
She nodded, looking at me like she hadn’t seen me in a while, her brows slightly furrowed, focused.
“Yeah, I think you’re right. So here is the other fact I know,” she said, smiling as I took a bite of the donut. “I haven’t really been paying attention to you since I got engaged. I know I’ve been in my own head, in my own world, obsessed with my own plans, and I won’t pretend that I know what’s going on in your life.”
I nodded. Looking at my sister now, I could see glimmers of the person who knew me best, who I knew best. But that person was also buried under wedding stress, work stress, her own relationship, her own world, her own thoughts, her own memories, things I’d never know and never feel. Because, no matter how many times our parents tried to tell us otherwise, we really weren’t the same person. And I knew as she looked at me, she saw the same.
“But whatever you’ve been doing, you need to keep doing it. Lindy’s mentioned some Brad guy?”
I looked away, choosing not to respond, focusing on the donut in front of me. I loved Krista, and I knew this sort of vulnerability was definitely out of her comfort zone. But as much as this moment meant to me, I also knew that I wouldn’t be getting a chocolate donut if she knew anything about Dean. She wasn’t ready for a surprise like that.
“I don’t know, but for a fact, whatever, whoever, you’ve been busy with for the past eight months,” she paused and smiled, “…just let me know when you want to talk about it, okay? Even if I’m pacing the living room or scrambling to write on sticky notes. I’m here.”
I smiled and stood, coming over to hug her, startling her.
She laughed and playfully pushed me away. “Stop, people are staring and probably think we’re weirder than they are.”
“No one is staring at us,” I said, laughing and sitting back down. “Okay, apology accepted. Now, please, update me on what I missed in this week of the Krista Plans A Wedding saga.”
She laughed, covering her mouth with her hand, her ring catching the light so beautifully, and leaned forward, excited to share the latest news before asking me about my internship. After we’d caught up over coffee, and I’d finished my donut, I felt so much better, smoothed over by my perfect sister.
She glanced at her watch and made a face. “I’m sorry, I have to go. Brunch with Kyle’s parents,” she said with an eye roll.
She stood and picked up her mug, looking for a bin to put it in.
“I can take care of that,” I said, standing but not grabbing my things. “I’m going to stay here for a while longer, if that’s okay?”
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I need to do a couple things, and I kind of like it here. It’s cool. I feel like I can think better in here.”
She looked around skeptically and smiled at me. “Well, if you’re sure. I’ll see you at home later, sis. Love you,” she said, giving me a quick hug before she ducked her head and walked out, waving over her shoulder at me.
I took a breath, knowing what I wanted to do, and pulled out my phone.
Any chance you could take your break in 15 or 20 minutes? Maybe I could bring you coffee for a change?
Sorry, I switched shifts with Roe. Funny you mentioned coffee though — I’m actually already drinking good coffee.
I paused, not sure if he was brushing me off or just being casual.
Before I could respond, he texted me again.
I’m willing to share … Assuming you’re home. I’m at Ivy & Roast.
I looked around, confused. He was definitely not here. I would have noticed him immediately.
I quickly Googled to see if they had two locations equally close to my apartment, but they didn’t. I hastily cleared my table, feeling like texting him was a mistake. He was clearly lying, maybe covering up that he was already with Abbi or just avoiding me in general.
I rolled my eyes and grabbed my purse, ready to get out of here. As I looked up to glance at my watch, I saw the stairs, something I’d overlooked that had been in front of me the whole time. I rolled my eyes again, this time at myself.
The upstairs was different than downstairs, smaller, more compact, and cozier. It was like I’d stumbled into someone’s cool attic with a vintage floral rug, a wooden cathedral ceiling, wooden chairs and tables, and a massive leather couch taking up an entire wall.
I saw him before he saw me.
He was sitting at a table alone near a stained glass window, the sunlight streaming through, casting an array of colors onto his already vibrant skin. He was looking at his laptop, his head propped up by his sleeved arm, his bejeweled fingers twisted in his hair, a cup of coffee in front of him. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was surrounded by paintings on the walls and other cool-looking people, but, in this moment, he didn’t look strange or bizarre. He just looked like Dean.
He looked up, surprised, as I walked up to him.
“Did I really lose track of time that quickly?” he said, glancing at his phone on the table. “I just texted you back.”
“I’ve actually been downstairs the entire time. I, uh, didn’t know you’d be here.”
He half-smiled, his dimple making my heart pound even harder. He nodded to the empty chair in front of him.
“Do you want to sit? Unless you aren’t alone,” he added, glancing back at his laptop.
I sat and took a deep breath. “No, I’m alone.”
He looked back at me and closed his laptop, not saying anything just yet.
I cleared my throat, wondering if this was how Krista felt when she was building up her apology to me. In this moment, she was braver than me because, instead of sorry, I said, “So you switched shifts?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I needed some time to just, like, reset. I needed more than four hours of sleep and the morning to do boring stuff, like respond to emails and figure out shit for my dad and pay bills,” he said with laugh. “Super interesting stuff, I know.”
I smiled, liking the thought of him doing boring stuff in addition to all the cool, interesting things he seemed to always be doing. I liked the idea that he existed in the same world as me, too.
“My schedule has been all over the place lately,” he said, looking down at one of his rings, twisting it with his other hand. “So maybe that’s why last night was so weird. I shouldn’t be judging your coffee orders. I was being a really shitty barista,” he said with a laugh.
I shook my head. “You aren’t a shitty barista.”
He kind of smiled.
I straightened up in my seat and took another breath. “So, if you switched shifts, does that mean if you, like, hypothetically, had dinner plans with someone tonight, they were canceled?”
He looked at me again, this time with that focused expression he reserved for the moon and stars, for his paintings.
“Hypothetically,” he repeated, glancing at his phone, understanding.
I nodded. “Yeah, like, for example, if I hypothetically had an ex-boyfriend from a year ago who couldn’t take a hint, and my sister invited him over to our apartment for Friday game night because she didn’t think a hypothetical Brad was in my life.”
He raised an eyebrow. “That’s oddly specific for a hypothetical.”
“Yeah, well, science can be weird sometimes. You could talk about that at your next hypothetical dinner date.”
He laughed and shook his head. “Yeah, I’m sure the gallery manager I’ve been working with cares about science.”
“Gallery manager?”
He nodded, that smirk so attractive, so irresistible, on his face.
“Yeah, her name is Abbi.” He paused and looked at the mug in front of him, rubbing his tatted thumb against the clay. “This girl I know told me I should do more networking, lean into the whole wine-and-dine thing. So through a couple dinners and connections, I got a second gallery show.”
I smiled, a whoosh of relief washing over me, as he looked at me.
“I would have told you about it, you know. I just wanted it to be real first,” he said. “Because I kind of hate hypotheticals.”
I nodded, so completely and overwhelmingly happy. A sort of happiness that short-circuited my rational brain, the opposite of jealousy, making me say without overthinking it, “I kind of hate Rule 2, Dean.”
“Yeah,” he said, looking right at me. “I hate it, too, Skye.”
I looked down at my hands, adrenaline coursing through my veins like I’d just smashed a pumpkin.
“Like, we could make up some amendment to adjust it … but, if you’re interested, I think if we have a quorum, we could just repeal it, right here, right now,” I said quickly, glancing back at him.
He smiled, his rich brown eyes sparkling.
“Done. Vote, yes, yea, whatever I’m supposed to say to end that stupid rule this exact minute,” he said with a laugh, immediately coming over to kiss me, neither of us caring if anyone saw.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“You know, this was supposed to be my night off.”
I gave Dean a deadpan look. “I didn’t ask you to come.”
“Yes, you did,” he said with a laugh, picking up a paintbrush, turning it over in his hands, looking at it with a skeptical expression. “When you said you wanted my help, you were asking me to all Friday night plans, right? So, based on the transitive property, you asked me to this just as much as you invited me to the first one four weeks ago.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “That’s not how the transitive property works.”
He grinned. “Yeah, well, I’m here, aren’t I? So you managed to convince me somehow.”
“I can’t help where the research takes us,” I said with a smile, glancing around the BYOB step-by-step painting class, Boozy Brushes.
For people like Krista and Kyle, Friday night meant date night. But for Dean and me, it meant going through my list of bachelorette party ideas to test if they were actually something Krista would enjoy when I finalized the plans for her in September.
Dean had gotten involved when, during a lull at the coffee shop, he’d walked up to my table where I’d been hanging out before my internship, three days after we’d repealed Rule 2.
“What’s this?” he’d asked, picking up the list I’d accidentally dropped to make room for the coffee he sat down for me. “Candle making? Wine tasting? Cooking class? This is a strange to-do list.”
I’d blushed, feeling self-conscious he would think all my ideas were lame. “It’s for Krista’s bachelorette party. I’m brainstorming options. Once I have a solid list, I’m going to try them all out to make sure they’re good.”
“You’re going to do all of these? Who’s doing it with you?”
I’d shrugged. “I can’t take Krista since I want to surprise her with the best possible option for her actual party. That’s why I have to make sure they’re good enough, you know? I don’t want to leave it up to chance. And Lindy is…” I’d shook my head, unable to explain how my closest friend was somehow barely my friend. “I guess I’ll go alone.”
Dean had nodded, sitting the list back down in front of me.
“Unless,” I’d said with another shrug, “you’d be interested in doing some with me. It’s probably not breaking Rule 3 if it’s for research.”
He’d smiled at me and raised an eyebrow. “Oh really?”
I’d nodded, looking back at the list. “I mean, it does give me a great excuse to have free Friday nights without Krista questioning me for…” I’d quickly counted my list of ideas. “…nine weeks straight.”
“And you’re still working on that list, right? So it could be more.”
I’d smiled. “Yeah, the options are endless.”
He’d laughed, turning as several people walked in the coffee shop.
“I’m down. Especially if it’s for research. I’m always talking about how much I love research,” he’d said with another laugh, walking to the counter as I picked up my coffee, smiling at the little crown he’d drawn on it.
Four weeks later, we were at Boozy Brushes, ready to learn how to paint a vase of sunflowers. Other than us, the room was made up of a troop of suburban moms enjoying a ladies night out and a group of sorority girls I was grateful I didn’t somehow know through Lindy. I was almost used to the stares Dean and I received when we walked in places together, and I doubt he even noticed. If he did, he certainly didn’t care.
I was struggling to translate the instructor’s directions onto my canvas between balancing how distracted I was by Dean. He was wearing an olive green button-up, rolled at the sleeves, his sleeve tattoo seeming even brighter under the fluorescent lights, his collarbone and first chest tattoo only covered by a dozen beaded and feather necklaces, crushed khaki linen pants rolled at the ankles, and blue leather loafers.
“Ultramarine,” Dean said under his breath.
“What?” I asked, his words pulling me out of my checking-him-out trance. I hadn’t listened to the instructor demonstrate how to start the vase for the past 60 seconds.
“She said blue, but it’s actually ultramarine,” he said, moving one of his rings from his index finger to his middle finger, adjusting the brush in his hand. He squinted at the picture we were supposed to recreate, not noticing how intently I was watching him, curious because I’d never seen him paint.
He did it again when she said yellow. “It’s actually ochre.”
I laughed. “It’s the same thing, right?”
“Yeah, like how 7:30 is the same as 7:37 to you,” he said, winking at me, making me blush for no reason at all.
After the instructions, she told us we had 15 minutes to work on our own vase. I glanced at Dean who was studying the tattoos on his hand, looking slightly bored.
“What are you doing? We’re supposed to be painting,” I said with a laugh, quickly realizing how different we would have been in the same class in school. That was obvious earlier when I’d tried to sit in the front but he pulled me to the back.
He kind of laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t realize those were just instructions so I painted the vase while she was talking.”
I laughed, shaking my head, trying to focus on getting just the right amount of blue-but-actually-ultramarine on my paintbrush to create a vase exactly 7 inches wide like she’d said. I glanced at him again, glad I had 15 minutes for each piece of this painting because my focus was totally off. He looked so attractive, his toned, tattooed arms crossed over his chest, his rich brown eyes like the best chocolate in the world, making me weak.
“Why don’t you go get some wine while you wait?” I suggested, grateful he couldn’t see my canvas even if that meant I couldn’t see his either. “You standing so close to me is making me nervous.”
“But remember, I can’t judge your artwork,” he said with a grin, making me blush again. “What was that amendment again? 1.6 or something? I can’t keep track.”
I stepped away from my painting and lightly pushed him. “Go get some wine. One glass won’t kill you. And stop distracting me.”
He laughed and walked off as the instructor made her way to our spots. She helped me with my vase, saying that I was gripping the paintbrush too hard, that I needed to loosen up. Dean watched from the wine table, smiling at me, making me blush even harder.
By the time we’d moved to sunflowers, Dean was buzzed, having stopped to drink wine every time he had to sit and wait for the rest of us to catch up.
“Oh, shit, Skye, I’m sorry,” he said, laughing as he dropped his paintbrush on the table, making me laugh, too, even though I was sober. “I’m following your rules, that doesn’t count as a distraction.”
“How did you get purple?” I whispered as the instructor told us to fill in our background, encouraging us to “go wild,” paint a table, shadows, or even random patterns if we wanted. Dean rolled his eyes at her instruction, not realizing I was watching him.
“Purple?” he asked, looking down at his tray of colors. He had at least six more colors than I did. “Oh, mauve? I made it.”
“Did you make all those other colors?”
He nodded, winking at me again, and shushed me. “I’m trying to focus,” he said with a grin, standing in front of his canvas.
He was the only one in class who painted standing, yet another thing that made him different. But as we all stumbled to even hold our brushes correctly, he looked so in his element. He made careful, measured strokes on the canvas, holding the paintbrush delicately but so confidently, looking focused and serene at the same time as he studied what he was doing. I was absolutely mesmerized, my heart beating hard and fast in my chest.
The instructor walked around the class again, taking in our final products. She looked at Dean’s four times longer than anyone else’s. He glanced at me, and I raised my eyebrows, worried it was possible he’d painted terribly because he’d had so much wine.
“You don’t like to follow directions, do you?” she said with a good-natured laugh.
He laughed. “Yeah, I’m not known for paying attention to rules.”
I stood, my curiosity too strong, and walked over to his canvas.
“I don’t really paint flowers, so this was the best I could do in this amount of time,” he said, pushing back his hair. “I’ll fix it later with my own supplies.”
He squinted at it as I gasped. He’d painted a vase with flowers, but that was as close as he’d gotten to doing what we were told.
The vase was a rich blue, not the same color we’d been given, and I didn’t know enough to know if it was ultramarine or not. Inside it was a bouquet of realistic, vibrant flowers that took up most of the canvas: sunflowers, pink roses and peonies, orange lilies, lilacs, lavender, green Athos poms, and assorted greenery accenting the artful arrangement.
“This is incredible,” I said, laughing. “How did you do this?”
“Let me see yours,” he said, ignoring my compliment and stepping toward my spot.
“No, it’s terrible,” I said, laughing as I tried to pull him back. “I didn’t realize we could just paint whatever we wanted. Not that it would have helped, but still. Mine is stupid. I did exactly what I was supposed to. It’s not interesting.”
He put his arm around me and looked at it. It wasn’t the worst, but it just looked like the picture we were supposed to recreate.
“I love it,” he said, kissing my cheek. “It’s almost as beautiful as you are, princess.”
I blushed, leaning my head against his shoulder.
“So what did you really think? Not about my painting. But about the activity itself?” I asked as I drove us back to his place. “Do you think it would make a good bachelorette party?”
He thought about this as he fiddled with his rings, moving them from finger to finger, until I reached out and took his hand, interlocking my fingers with his.
“Well, it was more fun than that weird guided hike we did two weeks ago. But the cooking class was fun, if you aren’t vegan,” he said with a laugh. “We should probably do more research, just in case, though.”
I laughed, agreeing, as he picked up my phone and pulled up the wedding playlist we’d worked on together over the coffee shop speakers.
“Classics or dance?” he asked, already turning up the volume.
I laughed, reminding him it was his turn to choose since I chose last week when he drove.
Buzzed Dean was pretty much the same as regular Dean in the car, carefree and funny, singing along with me to love ballads, both of us laughing at the cheesy lyrics. He sometimes stopped to share stories about interesting places we passed that I’d never noticed or I told him memories about places I’d been going to my whole life.
After I turned off my car, we were all over each other.
“You were so distracting in there,” Dean said lowly as he kissed my neck, pushing me against the car, sending chills down my spine.
“Really, because your painting definitely didn’t seem to suffer,” I said with a laugh, already working the rest of his shirt buttons, pulling him closer, wrapping my legs around his waist as he picked me up. “You’re so talented, Dean.”
He responded by kissing me on the mouth harder than he’d been kissing my neck, making me moan under the moonlight. I pulled away to kiss his collarbone, knowing that drove him crazy.
“Let’s go inside,” he said, already stepping backward to his place.
“Wait,” I said, opening my car’s back door.
“Oh, okay,” he said, stepping forward, his hands back on me. “You know I’m down for that, too.”
I laughed and lightly pushed him away. “No, I’m getting the paintings. I can’t keep them in my car. Krista might see.”
I paused to look at his again, still stunned by how good it was. He pulled on my hand, taking both paintings, and nodded toward his stairs. Once inside, he leaned them against the couch, almost dropping them as I slipped off my dress, pulling him to bed. For some, Friday night was date night. But for Dean and me, it was mind-blowing.
Afterward, as he came back to lie next to me, he paused to flick off all the lights and to light the candles we’d made during our first bachelorette party research outing that had somehow found their way next to his bed.
“Sorry, I guess I should have done all that beforehand,” he said with a laugh, resting his head on the pillow next to me. “But then I guess you would have told me I was breaking Rule 4.”
I laughed, liking how cozy only candlelight seemed. “I had a great time tonight. Here and painting,” I said, smiling at him.
“Yeah, me too. You’re a lot of fun, Skye,” he said, turning to face me, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear, his hand lingering for just two seconds. “Plus, it was cool to just paint without any pressure.”
I glanced at his perfect painting against the couch, thinking how he only created things he’d seen in reality. “So those flowers just exist in your head? You didn’t see them anywhere?”
“You know me too well,” he said with a slight laugh. “I actually saw that bouquet yesterday.”
I looked at him, waiting for him to continue, having picked up a thing or two about listening from him.
He sighed. “I gave them to my dad’s caretaker.”
I kept waiting.
He sighed again. “Because I have to let her go, and I feel really guilty about it.”
“Why do you have to let her go?” I asked, wondering if he was going to call Rule 1, remembering the last time he’d called it was after I’d mentioned his dad when we’d been buzzed on his kitchen floor.
He groaned and rolled on his back. “Because my dad needs, how do the doctors put it … ‘a higher level of care,’ I think are the exact words. So that means moving him out of his house in a few weeks and into Sun Meadows. Do you want some snacks? I think I’m sober and starving.”
He got out of bed, putting on his linen khakis, and walked to his kitchen. I followed him, slipping on his olive button-up, and watched as he opened cabinets and his fridge, looking for food.
“Here, I got these for you,” he said, passing me a bag of snack-sized milk chocolate candies.
“Thanks,” I said quietly, looking down at them in my hand. “Dean, you know you can talk to me about this, about your dad.”
He sighed and pulled out a cucumber and carrots from his fridge. “I know. But he was diagnosed six years ago. So I knew this was coming.”
“You can still be upset about it.”
“Yeah, I know,” he said, focused on methodically chopping the vegetables. “And I am. I’m definitely not excited about it. But before, when he was still him, and he knew who I was, way before all of this, we’d talked about it. He sketched out the whole plan. So, I know this is the right choice. It still kind of sucks, you know,” he said, pulling out a container of hummus. “I guess you can’t plan how it’ll feel.”
I nodded, not quite sure what to say, knowing there weren’t any words to make this better. I was confused how he could be so rational, emotional, and strong, all in one moment. But I did know if he didn’t want to talk about it, he wouldn’t be right now.
“I bet your dad is such an amazing person,” I said quietly, looking down at the candy in my hands again. “I mean, he raised you all by himself, and you’re … so special, Dean,” I said, glancing up at him, wishing he could feel how my heart beat when I looked at him. “So incredibly strong and special and … perfect in your own way.”
He smiled softly at me, gorgeous in the candlelight, in this moment.
“He would think you were so cool,” he said, moving to the couch. “He would not be able to understand how his crazy artsy kid met a girl like you. He’d think I was making you up just to impress him.”
I laughed, sitting on the armrest, unwrapping a chocolate. “Well, if you ever need to convince him that I’m real, I’m here.”
As Dean looked at me, I realized what I’d said. I shook my head, backpedaling, “Not that I’m asking to meet your dad. Sorry, whoa, that’s an off-the-charts contract violation.”
He laughed, not responding.
“I mean, if you ever needed help or anything though,” I said, not sure why I couldn’t stop talking. “Like, with moving or whatever. I’m a very excellent organizer. I mean, that’s just one example. I don’t know. I don’t know why I can’t shut up. Please ignore me. I’m just trying to be helpful. You never ask for help,” I said, closing my eyes as he laughed again. “So, that’s all I’m saying. If you ever need me, I’m around. I’m not planning to go anywhere.”
He smiled. “I’ll remember that.”
The conversation shifted, the snacks disappeared, and we lost track of time talking and then kissing and then talking some more on his couch.
“What time is it?” Dean asked after we both yawned and laughed. “I’m sorry, but I think I’m going to fall asleep any minute.”
I glanced at my watch. “It’s 1:12 a.m.”
“Oh, wow,” he said, standing.
I smiled, thinking it was adorable how he always seemed to be surprised to find out what time it was.
He reached out, pulling me up from the couch, and smiled, looking me up and down. “You probably shouldn’t show up to your apartment wearing my shirt, princess. Where did your dress go?”
I hesitated as he handed it to me from the floor, glancing back at the paintings. In the candlelight, all the imperfections of my painting were smoothed out, and his flowers looked even more realistic. I looked back at him, my heart pounding in my chest.
“Um, what do you think about calling Amendment 5.1?”
“That’s for when you’re buzzed, not me,” he said with a laugh. “And even so, I’m sober now. That was like five hours ago.”
“But maybe just to be safe,” I said, stepping forward, “I could stay over anyway.”
He looked surprised, like he didn’t believe me. “Like, in my bed?”
“That’s typically where people sleep,” I said with a light laugh, trying hard to seem effortlessly cool, unable to comprehend how he seemed this way all the time.
“Yeah, okay, I’d like that,” he said, nodding, as I stepped forward again, wrapping my arms around his waist, pulling him close, kissing him soft and slow, not wanting to let go.
★☽★★☽
I took a deep breath, not exactly sure what I was going to say. I thought about how she’d kept her cool about Ivy & Roast, a strange, unexpected place, something she’d never heard of before, never noticed, would have never chosen herself because it had been so incredibly different. But she’d stayed. She hadn’t even fought me when I’d wanted to stay without her. She’d noticed I was happy. That had to have meant something.
I unlocked the front door and pushed it open. Krista looked up from the couch with a bright smile, sitting down her bridal magazine.
“Hey, how was Lindy’s? Oh, by the way, I think I found some good options for my wedding favors. I know it’s early to think about that now, but I was feeling spontaneous. Would you want to see some of the things I came up with? Do you want me to make some coffee?”
I felt stuck. I could tell her the truth or I could take advantage of her assumption. I hadn’t even remembered to text her or Lindy last night when I’d decided to spend the night at Dean’s. I’d done nothing to cover my tracks, and everyone just assumed I’d done the same thing I always did, not even asking.
“Uh, I already had coffee,” I said, sitting down on the couch.
As Krista busied herself in the kitchen, I thought of last night, wondering how much, if anything, I should tell her.
“No awful alarm this morning?” Dean had asked when we’d woken up, his voice low and soft against my neck, his arm around my waist, my back against his chest, my fingers over his patterned wrist, just like how we’d fallen asleep.
“Last time, you said your bed, your rules,” I’d said with a smile, not opening my eyes, feeling so cozy. “You know how I am about rules. So I didn’t set an alarm.”
He’d laughed, fiddling with a button on the shirt of his I was still wearing. “How did you sleep?”
I’d smiled, opening my eyes and turning as he laid on his back and I rested my head on his chest, his arms around me even more than before. I’d traced my finger over the geometric tattoo on the left side of his abs as he rested his cheek on the top of my head. We stayed like that for a while, just feeling each other this way, having never done this, never touched like this, having never broken Rule 4 so openly, so blatantly, in the daylight.
Once we’d eventually untangled from our embrace, Dean had asked if I wanted coffee.
“I feel bad asking you for coffee outside of the coffee shop,” I’d said with a laugh as he got ready for the day, not seeming to mind I still hadn’t moved from his bed.
He’d laughed and opened his closet, slipping on fitted black jeans with more fashionably tattered holes than fabric. “Well, I think it’s different when I’m a barista and you’re an accounting major than when we’re here, and we’re—” he’d stopped himself as I looked at him, waiting for him to finish.
“When we’re what?” I’d asked, my heart pounding.
He’d looked at me and smiled.
“Under contract,” he’d said with another laugh, putting in black hoop earrings and slipping on some multi-colored beaded bracelets. He’d moved back to the bed, leaning down to kiss me soft and slow.
“When we don’t have a counter between us so I can kiss you whenever I want. When I get to look at you in my bed, and you don’t even know what time it is so you don’t have to rush away.”
He’d kissed me again before pulling away and moving to the kitchen. “Aeropress or Chemex?”
“I don’t know the difference,” I’d said with a laugh. “Whatever takes the longest.”
Krista’s voice from our kitchen pulled me out of the memory.
“Do you want me to make you some food?” she asked, glancing at me on the couch.
“No, thanks.” I took a deep breath. “Krista, can we talk?”
She poured a cup of coffee and came back into the living room, folding her legs under herself on the couch. “Yeah, sure, what’s going on? You think it’s crazy I’m already thinking about wedding favors?” She sighed. “You’re right. I need to focus on more important stuff.”
I shook my head, realizing this was going to be harder than I’d thought.
“Do you remember at Ivy & Roast, that coffee shop we went to about a month ago, you said you thought I seemed happier lately?”
She nodded. “Yeah, what about it? I don’t really want to go back to that place, though. It was not my scene. I tried to explain it to Kyle, and he didn’t get it either. Why didn’t they just have a menu on the wall?”
“Krista,” I said, folding my hands in my lap, trying to remain composed, calm. “I’d like to discuss something with you that’s not related to your wedding or coffee. Well, it’s kind of related to coffee.”
She looked confused. “Oh, okay. What is it?”
I paused, unable to meet her gaze, looking at the steam curling off her coffee instead, reminded of earlier this morning.
“Coffee served in bed,” Dean had said with a laugh, passing me a cup and sitting next to me against the pillows I’d propped up against the wall. “Is that all it takes to get you to stay over? I would have offered months ago if I’d known it was that simple, princess,” he’d said, kissing my cheek.
I’d smiled, trying to push away the butterflies in my stomach as I sipped the coffee, savoring the flavor.
“This coffee is incredible. I’ve never experienced anything like this…” I’d said slowly, looking at the dark, rich liquid, feeling how it warmed me from the inside out. “I’ve always just stuck with the same old, same old coffee, you know? I’ve never taken the time to explore other coffee options. To even think I would like coffee so different.”
Dean had leaned his head against the wall, looking at me carefully. “Nine months ago you wouldn’t have given coffee like this a chance, would you?”
“I wouldn’t have even noticed it. I would have made eighty-seven excuses to not try it. I wouldn’t have even known how to appreciate it. But now,” I’d said, looking back down, “this is all I want, you know?”
Krista was waiting. I cleared my throat. I hadn’t practiced this enough on the drive over.
“Um, I’m kind of … I’m with,” I fumbled, not sure how to describe it. She wouldn’t understand the contract, and she certainly wouldn’t get the amendments. So I settled on, “There is someone in my life.”
She looked even more confused. “Okay, what does that mean?”
“I don’t have the exact right words for it. He’s just…”
“He,” she repeated, placing her coffee on a coaster, sitting up straighter, listening closely now. “Are you talking about this Brad guy?”
I could have said yes. Instead, I counted to four, remembering to breathe, and shook my head. “No. Dean.”
“Dean?” she repeated, the word foreign in her mouth, as if she’d never heard it before in her life. Hearing his name coming out of my sister’s mouth made my hands shake. I couldn’t turn back now.
I nodded. “Yes, that’s his name. Dean Cross.”
Krista was completely shocked. She was tense, caught off guard, trying to solve a math problem she didn’t have the equation for.
“And you’re dating him?”
“Um,” I paused, not sure how to answer. We weren’t. We’d never said that, but we also weren’t dating other people, Rule 2 abolished. Krista wouldn’t get it.
“He’s your boyfriend?” she rephrased after my hesitation went on for too long.
I shook my head. “No, he’s not my boyfriend.”
That would have involved a discussion Dean and I had never even come close to having, labels neither had ever tried to give the other, a conversation that wouldn’t involve rules or amendments.
“Okay, so he’s just one of these coffee shop date things you do? Is he in your date notebook?”
I kind of laughed, confusing her even more. I couldn’t even remember the last coffee shop date I’d been on. And imagining Dean on paper, pros and cons listed, was not an exercise I wanted to go through with my sister.
“Krista, I know this is not what you were expecting,” I said, shifting on the couch, my nerves still drumming in my veins. “But I wanted to tell you because…” I wasn’t sure why I suddenly felt compelled to tell her. “…you’re my sister, and I want you to be happy for me.”
She looked at me, still processing. I knew this was too abstract, too vague for her to understand.
“Did you meet him at school?”
“We met on campus.”
She didn’t need to know the exact details of how we’d first met, what we’d done in his car after only one conversation.
“Okay, so what’s his major?”
I opened my mouth and closed it, trying to find the right balance between not lying and not freaking her out. I wasn’t sure there was one.
She reached out, touching my hand. “Skylar, if you’re worried about what Dad will think, just remember that Kyle wasn’t an accounting major. I mean, he’s the total opposite of us, he was a finance major,” she said with a light laugh. “And Dad came around. Now they’re golfing together almost every weekend.”
I nodded, my stomach twisting at the idea of Dean on a golf course. In a country club covered in tattoos.
“Well, he doesn’t go to school anymore. He’s, um, twenty-six.”
She was slightly taken aback. “Oh, wow, so he’s two years ahead of me. Well, what does he do? What company does he work for?”
Her ring seemed extra sparkly this morning, making me more anxious, a constant reminder of her perfect, completely logical relationship with Kyle. She’d never needed to explain Kyle so carefully.
“Well, he’s very employed,” I said, realizing I’d been chewing on my fingernail. “He’s kind of like an independent contractor.”
I tried to ignore the guilt in my stomach. I just wanted Krista to be okay with the idea of him. I didn’t want to blow this all up at once without him at least having a chance.
She nodded, too stunned by all of this information that she didn’t think to question my vague answer. “Do you have a picture of him?”
I thought of the photo I’d taken, mounted and displayed, labeled inspiration. “Um, I don’t have one on my phone,” I said, trying my hardest to be honest.
“Oh,” she said, bummed. “Well, I’d love to meet him. Maybe he could come over for a game night or we could go on a double date? Do you think he and Kyle would hit it off?”
I was unable to imagine a world where Dean and Kyle existed together. If Kyle wasn’t talking about finance topics, he only talked about sports. I knew Dean couldn’t even tell me what sport was playing right now.
“Kyle likes coffee, right? Dean knows a lot about coffee,” I offered, trying to keep a bright tone.
Krista nodded. “Yeah. Just let’s not go to Ivy & Roast for a double date. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more uncomfortable in a place,” she said with a laugh, smiling cheerfully at me.
I nodded, staring at her coffee cup, still chewing on my nail.
“Skylar,” she said, her serious tone making me meet her gaze. “Does he make you happy?”
I nodded, my heart pounding, thinking of these past nine months, unable to count how many times he’d made me blush, made me laugh, made me smile, made me happy.
In this moment, Krista was paying attention, seeing me, not distracted, and I knew she could sense something was different. She moved, putting her arm around me. I hugged her, squeezing tight, wishing I could find the words to explain him. Wanting her to understand, wondering if she’d ever really accept it, if she’d be open to a guy like him in my life.
“Sis, if this Dean guy makes you happy…” She pulled away, looking at me, trying to understand, trying to be there for me even though she didn’t know much. “…Then I’m happy for you, okay?”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Let’s stay here instead,” Dean mumbled as I silenced my alarm. “That’s much more fun. Can you show me that lingerie again?”
I laughed and sat up in his bed, twisting my tangled blonde hair in a braid and grabbing my glasses off the nightstand. “No, that was research last night. Now it’s morning, and we’ve moved past that.”
He made a face. “You’re such a strict data scientist.”
I laughed again and reached for my watch, ignoring him.
Last night’s bachelorette party research had occurred at his place, a surprise he hadn’t been expecting.
“So what’s the plan for tonight?” he’d asked after we’d cooked dinner together, a vegan dish I’d found online that I’d suggested we try after we both got off work. “Cause I don’t think a vegan cooking party is what gets people pumped for marriage.”
I’d laughed and stood in front of him. “You know how for some parties, everyone gives the bride different lingerie and then she guesses who gave her what?”
Dean had looked confused from his place on the couch. “No, I’ve never heard of that. How do you plan to research if that’s a good idea?”
I’d placed a bag next to him, grinning. “Oh, I’m not. I already know Krista would hate that idea. But I thought in the spirit of research, I could at least demonstrate some of the options I’d bring, hypothetically.”
“Well, you know how I hate hypotheticals,” he’d said, peering in the bag of lingerie I’d brought. His expression changed, and he’d nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s a very smart, necessary idea, and we need to make this a reality right now,” he’d said, pulling me down on the couch as I threw my head back in laughter.
I got out of bed and looked at him in the morning light, toned and tattooed in the rumpled bedsheets, almost convinced to blow off the brunch we’d dubbed as research.
“Our reservations are at 10.”
“Brunch is so weird to me,” he said, rolling on his side and closing his eyes. “Why does it seem every person in the world craves eggs at 10 a.m. on weekends? But during the rest of the week, they’re fine? It doesn’t make any sense. It’s a conspiracy, I think.”
“What’s the conspiracy?” I asked with a laugh.
He glanced at me and frowned. “I’m not sure yet. Come back to bed, and we can do more research to figure it out together.”
In the two weeks since I’d vaguely told Krista about Dean, I’d been staying over at his place on Fridays and Saturdays. I knew she wanted to ask more questions, but she was still processing it while balancing wedding planning, looking for a condo for her and Kyle to move into after the wedding, and preparing to close out the quarter at work. She was probably running the few details I’d shared over and over again in her head, trying to make sense of them before coming back to me with more questions.
In the meantime, I’d learned Dean was not a morning person.
When I didn’t move back to bed, he sat up, running his hands through his messy hair. “It’s not 10 yet. It’s not even 9:30, I bet.”
“It’s 9:13. You are aware that you can’t leave your place at 10 to get to another place by 10, right,” I said with a laugh, walking into his bathroom to swipe on the mascara I kept balanced on his sink for weekends, right next to my travel toothbrush.
His response was another groan, lying back down.
The day after I’d told Krista about him, Dean and I had met up briefly for lunch as he was on his way to buy art supplies and I was going to meet my mom for my bridesmaid dress fitting. He’d casually asked if there was a new amendment to Rule 5 in the works.
“I should know of any pending developments to our contract, right?” he’d asked with a teasing smirk. “I mean, if you’re going to stay over more, I need to know so I can at least have the proper amount of coffee for two people. You know, to be a good barista.”
I’d laughed, responding by asking if he would text me.
He’d looked at me, confused. “What? When?” he’d asked, reaching for a fry on my plate.
“Like, now,” I’d said with a laugh, trying a bite of his turmeric roasted carrot chickpea salad.
As he pulled out his phone, I’d sat my phone between us, the screen facing him. He’d given me a weird look and texted me, my screen lighting up. His name popped up, a coffee cup and paintbrush emoji next to it.
He’d looked at it and then back at me. “Wait, I’m not Brad in your contacts anymore?”
I’d shook my head, smiling.
“Wow,” he’d said with a grin. “So does that mean … wait, you tell me, what does that mean, specifically?”
“It means that I don’t have to lie to Krista anymore. So, if you’re down and around, I could stay over a few times if it makes sense, like, logistically or logica—”
He’d interrupted by kissing me.
Now, he tried to do the same, distracting me with kisses once I sat next to him on the bed. I pulled away, laughing.
“I know your morning routine, and there is no way we’re going to get there by 10 if you don’t get up now and skip the Chemex.”
“But isn’t time just a construct?” he said, laughing at the look I gave him as I moved to the kitchen.
“I guess I’ll just make some coffee then,” I said over my shoulder. “Do I pour the water in and then the coffee grounds? Or wait, I just dump the whole beans directly in the Chemex, right?”
“You’re the worst, and I know what you’re doing,” Dean said, laughing and getting out of bed. “I’m up now, don’t touch my coffee.”
I laughed, moving to sit on the couch as he got ready.
His routine made no sense to me and, nine months ago, I would have left the minute I saw it. But now I’d grown to appreciate how his outfits would come together between him making coffee and pausing on the couch to draw in his sketchpad, usually a tattoo or a landscape idea. Sometimes, he would just stand there and do the whole coffee process from start to finish instead of moving, no rhyme or reason to the change in routine. I even found comfort in the randomness, using the time to ask him about his upcoming week and how things were going with his dad.
He told me the update simply, as if we were discussing something as basic as the weather. But in reality — between packing up his dad’s house, working with an online auction company, dealing with a real estate agent, and finalizing details with Sun Meadows — it couldn’t have been further from simple. I couldn’t believe at one point in my life I’d thought Dean was irresponsible.
“Can I ask you something?” I asked as he handed me a cup of coffee before walking back to his closet.
“Sure,” he said, slipping on several leather and corded bracelets.
“Before, when your dad wasn’t … were you two close?”
He glanced at me and then back at the moon and star studs he was holding, reaching up to put them in his ears. “Yeah, actually, we were. I mean, we still are, but it’s different now, obviously.”
“Is he like you?”
He laughed, adjusting the thin silver hoops in his eyebrow and cartilage. “Definitely not. It’s crazy how different I am from him since he was the only person who raised me. But I guess that’s kind of on him. He encouraged me to be…” he paused, trying to think of the right word. I thought he’d say “different” or “out of the box” but instead, he said, “…me. He just wanted me to be whatever I wanted to be, you know?”
I shook my head. I didn’t know. I’d thought maybe he’d say that his dad had been hard on him, that Dean had to convince him, trick him, fight him to be this way, but that eventually after all the strife, they were still close, that everything ended up okay.
Instead, I felt my heart sinking, thinking of my own dad.
He’d always been encouraging of me to be me, as long as it was a version he and Mom recognized, the one they’d planned, curated, already decided on. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to explain Dean to them, thinking how hard it’d been to share even the simplest details to Krista.
“What’s wrong?” Dean asked, picking up my arm to look at my watch. “We still have plenty of time.”
“Nothing, sorry,” I said, smiling at him in his vintage patterned button-up, collarbone and first chest tattoos always visible, cuffed tattered gray jeans, his brown boots, bracelets, earrings, and his newest tattoo — two tiny upwards carrot symbols — just behind his left ear.
He pulled me up, wrapping his arms around my waist.
“Well, let’s go, princess, we don’t want to be late, do we?” he teased, kissing my wrist just below my watch.
Once we were seated on time — a fact Dean found more satisfying than I did — we fell into easy conversation. I told him about an audit I’d been working on, and he talked about his gallery show in November, both of us barely noticing our plates had been cleared, just the French press coffee between us. Once the coffee was gone, and we’d split the check, we finally stood, navigating through the crowd waiting for a table at the door.
“Skylar!” a bright voice called out.
I turned, seeing Emma, a friend from work, with a guy I didn’t recognize, waving at us.
“Who is that?” Dean asked.
“I intern with her. We sit next to each other.”
We’d bonded over our shared country club memberships and the realization that we’d attended many of the same galas with our moms.
“Oh,” he said, taking in her pearls and sweater set, the guy in a matching polo and pressed khakis. “I can just meet you at the car,” he said, lightly touching the small of my back. “I don’t think we can sell that you’re my tutor in the summer.”
I grabbed his hand, pulling him back. “No, I want you to stay.”
He looked at me, surprised, but before he could respond, Emma and the guy had walked up to us.
“Hi! How are you?” she said, smiling cheerfully at me and then Dean. “This is my boyfriend, Cody,” she said, pointing to the guy.
“It’s great to meet you, Cody,” I said, pausing for 1.2 seconds before nodding toward Dean with a smile. “This is Dean.”
“It’s so nice to meet you,” Emma said, her smile not faltering.
“Cool tats, dude,” Cody said. “How long did it take to finish the sleeve?”
Emma rolled her eyes, and I braced myself for an underhanded, judgmental comment. After all, she was part of my world, another version of Krista, Lindy, and even me on my worst days.
“Cody is convinced he wants a tattoo,” she said with a laugh. “I keep telling him that he’s too scared of needles, but he thinks he can handle it.”
I laughed. “Well, Dean might be an expert if you need advice.”
Dean glanced at me and half-smiled, his dimple making him even cuter. He and Cody fell into a small conversation about tattoos as Emma faced me.
“Is that your boyfriend?” she whispered. “The guy you’re always texting during lunch?”
I laughed. “He’s not my boyfriend. But yeah, we do text a lot.”
She smiled, looking at Dean carefully. She didn’t seem shocked. She didn’t seem to want to question me, to say I was making a mistake, to ask what was I thinking, to say I was irrational by being with him.
“I’m guessing he’s not an accountant.”
“Not even close. He’s, uh, an artist, actually,” I said, finding myself smiling as I said it out loud.
Emma looked at me as if she was seeing me for the first time, like her first impression of me might have been inaccurate, but maybe that was okay.
“Are you sure he’s not your boyfriend? Because boyfriends are usually the only guys who can be convinced to go to brunch,” she said with a laugh.
Before I could respond, Cody’s name was called for their table.
“It was great to meet you,” she said to Dean as they walked away.
I hadn’t planned for that at all — to run into them, to introduce Dean, to break Rule 7 — but as we walked outside, the sun bright and warm, I realized I hadn’t felt that familiar sense of panic I usually experienced when things went unplanned. Instead, I felt good. And it had gone so well.
“That dude is definitely going to pass out if he ever gets a tattoo,” Dean said with a laugh, interlocking his fingers with mine as we walked down the sidewalk. “But he seemed cool.”
I stopped walking, turning to smile at him. “Hey, I, uh, can’t think of an amendment for why I did that.”
He shrugged. “I don’t care about amendments, Skye.”
I smiled, lifting up to kiss him in the sunlight on the sidewalk. After a few seconds, we pulled away, not really needing to say anything in this moment, just walking hand-in-hand back to his car.
★☽★★☽
“Hi,” I said, my breath catching in my throat as I opened the door. He was wearing his wheat-colored boots, olive skinny jeans splattered with colorful paint specks, and a black and purple tie-dyed t-shirt cuffed at the sleeves. The outfit — combined with several gunmetal and jade rings, various beaded necklaces, and every piercing filled with thin black hoops — made him look like he absolutely didn’t belong here, in my perfect, boring new apartment.
I smiled, opening the door wider. “Come in.”
Dean held up a bottle of wine, the same kind we’d gotten buzzed off of in his kitchen months ago. “I brought a housewarming gift.”
“This isn’t a housewarming,” I said with a laugh as I hugged him.
“Oh, right, this is research, sorry, I forgot,” he said, nuzzling my neck and then kissing me on the lips. He pulled away, glancing around. “So, can I have a tour first? Specifically, where’s the bedroom?”
I laughed and took the wine, rolling my eyes.
We were standing in the living room of my one-bedroom apartment, a symbol of how planning-obsessed my family was. Krista and Kyle had synced their wedding to when their leases were up, so after the honeymoon, they would move into a condo, and I’d move in here, an apartment in the same complex I lived in now. My dad, wanting to ensure I wouldn’t be distracted by moving decisions during midterms, allowed me to go ahead and sign a lease even though the wedding was a little over a month away.
Until then, the empty place had become an extension of Krista’s wedding planning, filled with several still-wrapped registry gifts, tons of bridal magazines, wedding favors, gifts bag items for out-of-towners, and her wedding dress, blocking the doorway to my future bedroom.
“Sorry about the mess,” I said, gesturing to the chaos on the floor. “Before this officially becomes my apartment, it’s kind of Wedding Headquarters.”
“Yeah, I can see that,” he said with a laugh as I took his hand to show him the kitchen.
Everything looked almost exactly like my current apartment, just smaller with no hallway leading to separate bedrooms. The only major difference was it would be just mine, meaning Dean could come over as much as he wanted. Even if that meant to help stuff gift bags for out-of-towners when they arrived at the hotel. It wasn’t exactly bachelorette party research, but I figured he didn’t care, and I could let it slide.
“So I don’t really have anything in here yet,” I said, sitting the wine on the counter. “Not even a wine opener.”
He shrugged. “It’s cool. We can just plan to open it when you’re officially moved in,” he said, putting his arm around me as I showed him the gift bags and the items to go inside — a canvas tote bag with the wedding date printed on it, a packet of the wedding schedule and a list of things to do in the area, a miniature candle and matches, a mini bottle of champagne, a bar of local chocolate, and a golf ball with KT monogrammed on it.
In just a few minutes, we’d found an easy rhythm, sitting on the floor where my couch would eventually go.
“So why are you doing this and not your sister and her fiancé?”
“Well, Friday is date night, so they’re probably ordering appetizers right now,” I said with a laugh. “Plus, as her maid of honor, this is stuff I should handle, you know? The non-fun part of wedding planning.”
Dean kind of laughed. “Right. Speaking of appetizers, would you want to get dinner after this?”
I looked up from my bag and smiled. “Yeah, that’d be fun.”
“And why don’t we make this more fun, too,” he said with a grin. “I have an idea I think a girl like you would love.”
I laughed, agreeing without even needing to hear it first. We finished the bags quicker than I’d planned, losing track of time as we talked. Then, per Dean’s suggestion, we made a little game out of the task, lining up half of the bags on one side of the room and half on the other, saving the golf balls for last to see who could toss the most inside from their side of the room.
“What does the winner get?” I asked before we started.
He paused, thinking about this from his side. “Loser buys dinner?”
I shook my head. “We already take turns doing that.”
“How about if I win, you show me your bedroom, and if you win, you show me your bedroom?”
I laughed, almost dropping my golf balls. “You’re ridiculous. I don’t even have a bed in there yet.”
“Oh, like having access to a bed has ever stopped us before,” he said with an eye roll.
I laughed. “Fair point. How about this, if you win, you can draw a fake tattoo on my wrist, and I’ll leave it on during our next outing. And if you lose, you have to wear a sports coat to the next one.”
He laughed, loving this idea. “Deal, princess.”
After several minutes of game play, we met in the middle of the room, stepping over boxes and wayward golf balls, breathless from laughter.
“Nooo, you beat me,” I pouted, lightly shoving him as he grabbed me and picked me up, making me laugh harder.
“I’m so glad because I don’t even have a sports coat,” he said, laughing as he sat me down to pick up golf balls that had rolled into the kitchen from how many times I’d missed. “So can I draw whatever I want?”
I groaned, placing the golf balls he handed me in the bags.
He knelt down to help, grinning at me. “Maybe I’ll draw a massive exploded pumpkin. Yeah, like, bright orange, too.”
I laughed, pushing him again as he pushed me forward, both of us falling to the floor, him on top of me.
“Or maybe I’ll write ‘coffee shop slut’ in a gothic font,” he said, kissing my neck. “Or draw your date notebook, but in flames.”
“I hate you,” I groaned, shaking my head and laughing.
“Would you like me more if I owned a sports coat?” he asked, lifting up on his elbows to look at me, his eyes still sparkling, but something was different about his question, less of a joke in his voice. “Because I’d like you with or without tattoos, as long as it’s you.”
I smiled. “Can I show you something? It’s in my bedroom.”
He laughed, moving off of me and holding out his hand. I took his hand as I said, “I wasn’t being exactly accurate when I said I didn’t have anything in here yet. I have one thing.”
He looked at me, curious, and stepped into the bedroom after I moved Krista’s wedding dress. The room was empty, the moonlight spilling in on the white carpet and the only thing inside. Leaning against the wall was the flower painting Dean had created more than a month ago. He’d been serious when he’d said he wanted to keep painting it after we’d left Boozy Brushes, not letting me see it for several weeks until he felt like it was done.
He laughed when he saw it. “You kept that? I thought you were just being flirty when you said you wanted it.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course I kept it. It’s amazing. I feel happy when I look at it. And now I get to say I have a Dean Cross original.”
He glanced at me over his shoulder, smiling. “You have the Dean Cross original, you don’t need a painting.”
I was grateful he’d turned back to look at his artwork so he wouldn’t see how hard that statement made me blush.
“So, um, I was thinking you could help me hang it in here once I officially move in. Whenever we open that bottle of wine.”
“Yeah, totally,” he said, nodding, still looking at the painting. “You know, this was the first one I’ve done in years where it was just because. No commission, no gallery deadline, just … painting.”
“Is that a bad thing?” I asked, noticing his tone had shifted again just slightly, just enough where he didn’t sound as carefree as before.
He glanced at me and sighed. “I don’t think so. I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I kind of miss painting for fun, feeling like I can take my time, able to make every detail just right, really getting into it.”
As he spoke, I realized what I’d thought was him being a perfectionist about art was really more about passion.
“I’ve had more commissioned artwork this year than ever before, and I kind of wish I … didn’t,” he said, kind of laughing at what he was saying. “I know that sounds irrational,” he added quickly. “But I’m an artist because I love painting. And if I only created two paintings in a year, but they were incredible, the light was stunning, every leaf was perfect, if I just totally lost myself in the process, I’d be happy. Or if I only worked on my gallery show and didn’t even deal with any other clients for six months, I’d be happy.”
I nodded, feeling like I understood. “You want to do what you like. Not because you have to. Not because it’s on your to-do list.”
“Yeah,” he said, nodding.
He turned away from the painting, taking a breath. I sat down on the floor, patting the spot next to me, and he sat.
“Well, where do you see yourself in five years? Maybe you’re still painting, but not doing it necessary to make a living?”
“I have no idea, Skye. I’m not really a planning kind of guy.”
I raised my eyebrows. “I disagree. Think of all this stuff you’ve been managing for your dad. Even if you don’t identify as one, it sounds like you’ve been a planner since you were twenty-years old. Maybe you haven’t done it for yourself, but you’ve definitely got a knack for thinking ahead. I mean, think about how you approach paintings or even how you make coffee at home. All of those things are intentionally deliberate, planning kind of actions.”
He glanced at me, fiddling with a ring on his index finger. “Yeah, maybe I’ll just be a manager at the coffee shop or something.”
“Is that what you want to do?”
He shrugged.
I faced him. “You’ll always be an artist. And I think you’ll always be a carefree, chill guy, too. Those parts of your identity won’t cease to exist just because you have an idea of what you want in the future.”
He kind of laughed. “I’d probably need a degree for something like that, and I’m definitely not going back to school. It’s kind of annoying because it’s not like I haven’t spent the past three years working with our vendors, doing inventory, making everyone’s schedules,” he said, rolling his eyes.
“Wait, you do all of that?” I said, trying not to sound too shocked.
He glanced at me and shrugged again. “Yeah, I mean, I’ve worked there for eight years. And I started to get curious how it all worked, and our manager kind of sucks. It’s a plus because when I forecast sales, I can easily account for all the free coffees I slip you,” he said with a grin.
I laughed, shaking my head. “Dean, those are awesome skills. Pair those with your coffee snobbery and barista skills, and you could totally be a manager. You don’t need a degree for that.”
He laughed and looked back at his painting. “Yeah, I guess.”
I looked at him, feeling like something else was on his mind.
“Have you ever … did you ever talk to your dad about this kind of stuff? What do you think he would say? Was he a big planner?” I asked, thinking of how Dean had said his dad had immediately sketched out the plan for his care as soon as he’d been diagnosed.
He ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “Yeah.” He glanced down at his ring, back to twisting it again. “Apparently he was more of a planner than I thought.”
I looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?”
“I guess I’ve never really talked about this, but I’m in control of my dad’s finances because he can’t be.”
I nodded. “Oh yeah, I remember learning about that in one of my business classes … what’s the term, like durable power of attorney for finances or something?”
He kind of laughed. “Right, you probably know all about this stuff. So earlier today, I met with my dad’s, well, I guess, my financial adviser. We were going over everything because the deal on his house is closing. And, I don’t know, maybe it’s because I’m not part of the finance world or because I’ve been so focused on his health and never really had to dig into things this way before, but I didn’t realize that my dad set up a trust for me, like, when I was born. And, um,” he said, moving a ring to his middle finger, “it’s, like, a lot of money.”
“That’s good, right? I understand it’s under sad circumstances, but it’s nice he’s been looking out for you,” I said, placing my hand on his leg.
Dean glanced at me. “Yeah, I guess. I never asked for this. I’ve never asked him for money or help or anything. I’ve had a job since I was fifteen. I paid for my own school even though that was a waste,” he said with a slight laugh. “This is just a lot. I mean, I could own a coffee shop, not just manage one,” he said with a laugh, running a hand through his hair again. “Isn’t that crazy? It doesn’t feel real.”
“Remember when you told me your dad once said that magic exists in real life, but you have to create it on your own? Maybe he was trying to do that for you,” I said quietly, taking his hand.
Dean looked at me, taking in what I said, before speaking.
“Yeah, I think you’re right, Skye,” he said, smiling softly.
“Hey, what did your dad do?” I asked after a moment, surprised it had never come up before. “What was his job?”
He kind of laughed. “He was a lawyer.”
“Really?” I said, shocked. I would have never guessed Dean was the son of a lawyer. “What kind of law did he practice?”
“Um, well, he specialized in contract law,” Dean said, unable to contain the teasing smirk that appeared on his face.
I burst out laughing, shaking my head, pushing him so he was lying on my floor, telling him that his dad would be very proud of his own contract negotiation skills. Dean laughed, wrapping his arms around my waist as I sat on top of him, and glanced around my room.
“Speaking of planning,” he said, smiling in a way I found absolutely irresistible, “do you think you’ll invite me over once you’re all moved in? And not just to hang up my, well, your painting. I’ll bring my Aeropress if you give me a heads up. Serve you coffee in bed, let you reap the benefits of an in-home barista.”
I bit my lip, nodding. “But until then … you know, we’re exactly where my bed will go.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Oh really?”
I nodded once more, barely having time to answer before he kissed me deeply, passionately, how I’d thought he would, exactly how I wanted.
★☽★★☽
I closed my eyes, feeling overwhelmed by the screaming children.
“Why’d we agree to do this?” I asked Krista with a pained look.
We were at a back-to-school bash, a volunteer thing we’d been roped into, stuffing backpacks with supplies in a middle school gym full of kids running around, throwing basketballs, and jumping rope.
She laughed. “Because Mom asked us to. And for the past ten years, we’ve shown up,” she said, taking the pack of pencils I handed her and dropping them inside the backpacks.
I focused on counting just the right amount of bookmarks and erasers for each backpack, annoyed this was how I was spending my last Saturday in August before the fall semester started.
“Kyle seems to be having fun,” Krista added with a laugh, nodding to where he was playing basketball with a couple kids, his summers of being a camp counselor in high school coming in handy.
Our mom came over to us with a bright smile. She smoothed her hands over her skirt, looking so put together as we all wore jeans, and checked our progress carefully. 
“How are my two beautiful daughters doing?”
“Amazing,” Krista said with an equally bright smile. “Just being busy bees.”
She was extra chipper, her wedding less than two months away, almost all the things that had been stressing her out in July finalized.
“You know Michael’s mother is here,” Mom said.
I rolled my eyes, not caring if she thought it was rude. She just couldn’t let him go no matter how many times I told her that we weren’t getting back together. I hadn’t even seen him since May.
“Do you think you two can work things out? His mom is worried about him because he didn’t get that internship he interviewed for.”
I sighed, deciding it was best not to respond. Once I’d learned he hadn’t gotten an internship, I’d realized that was why he’d been so determined to get back with me — I was a perfect, pretty distraction, a win he could claim.
“Mom, Michael and Skylar don’t make sense,” Krista said. “I’m honestly glad they aren’t together.”
“Wow, thanks,” I said, slightly shocked she was coming to my defense. “Yeah, Mom, I’ve been trying to tell you, Michael and I are over. We aren’t good for each other.”
And finally, after years, she finally heard me. She looked at Krista and then me, nodding. “Just between us girls, I never really cared for the way he kept suggesting I try his mother’s pot roast recipe.”
I laughed, taking what I could get, feeling like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.
“You should hear about this new guy she’s dating,” Krista said.
My stomach immediately dropped.
“He makes her really happy,” she continued, as if she knew him.
“No, no, no,” I said with a frantic laugh, hoping Mom didn’t hear Krista correctly. “I’m not dating—”
I stopped myself short, not sure what to say.
The last time I’d seen Dean was after a bachelorette party research outing, some sort of jazz club downtown neither of us enjoyed.
“Let’s go,” he whispered, his hand just barely touching my bare shoulder. “This is weird, and you look too hot in this dress to waste our time on this.”
I grinned at him, both of us feeling like we were sneaking out as we ditched the place in the middle of the set. We walked outside as the sun was setting, laughing, and he put his arm around me as we headed to my parked car a couple blocks over.
“Oh, wait a sec,” I said, stopping as I noticed the bridal shop where my bridesmaid dress was. “This is actually perfect timing. I need to pick up my dress. I was going to do it tomorrow, but since we’re here, do you care? It’ll take five minutes tops.”
He shrugged, following me, a little bell chiming our arrival. The shop was about to close so we were the only ones inside, surrounded by white dresses. As I walked to the counter to ask for my dress, he looked around, clearly having never been in a store like this.
The woman handed me my dress, but when I stepped back to take it to the register, she pulled it away.
“You have to try it on,” she said, gesturing to a fitting room.
“No, it’s okay. I’ve tried it on before.”
I’d come here with Lindy and Krista’s other bridesmaids when I’d bought it, unable to stop comparing myself to them, feeling like I was in a pageant all over again as my sister judged each of us in our dresses. And I’d done my fitting with Mom, her poking and prodding me as she babbled on about how Krista’s dress seemed to fit her perfectly on the first try.
“But this time it’s different,” the woman said.
Not waiting on me, she walked to the changing room and opened the door, hanging my dress inside.
“I really don’t think it will be,” I said, glancing at my watch and then at Dean, feeling bad this was becoming a whole thing. “Plus, I’m with him, and this isn’t his scene—”
“It’s cool, I don’t mind to wait,” Dean said casually, looking up from the dresses he’d been flipping through with a curious expression. “Take all the time you want.”
I stepped inside the dressing room, slipping on the full-length strapless sweetheart chiffon blush dress, reaching back to zip it. I sighed, struggling, realizing I’d never done this alone, unable to get the last two inches up all the way.
“Everything okay, miss?” the woman asked after I sighed for a third time, twisting and turning to try to get the damn zipper up.
“I guess it doesn’t fit,” I said, frustrated that I’d have to go through this whole fitting process again. “I can’t get the zipper up.”
I opened the door and stepped out, looking down, careful not to step on the hem since I didn’t have the right heels on.
I looked up as Dean looked up at me. His expression completely changed from tepid curiosity at this place to one I’d never seen on his face before. Somewhere between surprise and seeing something for the first time.
“Let me help you,” he said, stepping forward.
I turned, holding my hair back, already feeling my chest tighten. “It doesn’t fit, Dean. It’s not right,” I said, looking down at the carpeted floor as his fingers touched my skin. “My sister is going to totally panic that I’ve somehow messed this up. And my mom is going to freak—“
Dean gently shushed me, brushing his hands over my shoulders, leaving them there.
“Skye, it zipped. It fits.”
I looked up in the mirror, dropping my hair over my shoulders.
“Oh,” I said, blinking. I looked at his reflection as he stood behind me, his hands on my shoulders, his body closer to mine than how strangers stand, a smile in his eyes, his expression still unreadable, a look I’d never seen before. “It’s perfect.”
“You look absolutely beautiful, princess,” he said quietly, lightly rubbing my shoulder with his tatted thumb, his other hand falling to my waist.
I let out a small breath, feeling something stronger than desire, more than sex, my heart pounding, begging, bursting, wanting to never lose this visual of us standing like this together.
I couldn’t stop that feeling, even after I changed, paid for my dress, and we walked out.
“Skye,” Dean said, stopping on the sidewalk as I ducked my head, figuring this feeling would pass if I could just focus on something else. “Wait, can we talk about—”
“Let’s go back to your place and hook up,” I said, unable to control how my voice seemed shaky. “Right, this is just sex, remember?”
Dean shook his head, falling into step with me as I walked briskly in the direction of my car. “We both know this isn’t just sex.”
I wasn’t sure what happened next, but just like old times, I stumbled, feeling a sense of freedom snap underneath me, making me fall. Except this time, I didn’t hit the ground, my knee didn’t smack against the concrete, my breath didn’t escape me.
I looked at Dean.
“You caught me,” I said quietly.
He nodded, somehow his arms around me, the bright stars above him in the sky. It felt so right, a magical moment in reality, so perfect.
He righted me, kind of laughing. “That was, like, such a classic move,” he said, sounding slightly impressed with himself, willing to make this into a joke if I wanted to brush it off.
Except, as my chest rose and fell, I didn’t want to.
“Are we dating?” I asked, breathless. “Is that what we’re doing, Dean?”
He looked at me, his brown eyes so rich, and nodded. “Yeah, Skye, we’re dating.”
I exhaled the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, unsure just exactly how long I’d been holding it.
Now I found myself holding my breath again, looking at Krista and our mom in a gymnasium.
“Who is this guy?” Mom asked.
“He’s an independent contractor,” Krista said, smiling at me, excited she’d remembered something important to me.
Mom looked confused. “What does that mean? A contractor of what?”
“Um,” I said, trying to come up with a response that wasn’t a lie.
I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t want to seem like I was ashamed of Dean, but I wanted people to get to know him for him, not a list of qualifications they would instantly be against, would immediately write off, judge, and refuse to understand.
“He’s in the art business. Like, he makes sure that people get the artwork that they want.”
Mom thought about this, slowly nodding her approval.
“He’s twenty-six,” Krista chimed in. “So I bet he knows exactly what he wants in life, you know? I bet he has his whole life plan mapped out.”
I made a face at her, wishing she would stop trying to help, but she didn’t notice.
Mom’s face lit up at this thought. “That’s great to hear he’s such a planner,” she said, even though I hadn’t agreed with the assessment. “Does he want to get married?”
Only my mother would ask this question after two seconds of knowing a guy existed in my life.
“Mom,” I said with an eye roll, deciding it was easier to get chided for being rude than try to answer that question.
“Honey, rolling your eyes is rude,” she said like clockwork. “When do we get to meet this man?”
I shook my head. “Oh, no. I don’t think that makes sense.”
“Why not?” Krista asked, smiling at me, really thinking she was being supportive. “You haven’t been this happy in, like, forever. I want to meet the guy who makes you light up. Mom, Skylar even hums in the mornings. She hums all these little love songs when she’s making coffee, and she doesn’t even notice she does it,” she said with a laugh, making our mom smile, as she put her arm around me. “It’s so sweet, baby sis.”
I buried my face in my hands, wishing I could disappear.
“Well, if someone makes you that happy, then we have to meet him,” Mom said, placing her hand on my shoulder.
I was literally stuck between my sister and mother, wishing I could get hit in the head with a basketball, anything to get out of this situation. I took a deep breath, dropping my hands from my face.
“I don’t think you two will…” I hesitated, not wanting to say they wouldn’t like him, hating there was a world where that could be true. “He’s not like the other guys I’ve dated.”
It was the most honest I’d sounded all day.
“You probably just think that because you actually know him,” Krista said, and in another world, this could have been reassuring. “You know all the little details. And over time, we’ll know those, too. But in the meantime, tell us when we can meet him.”
I looked around the gym. I might have changed in the past 10 months, maybe even before Dean, but standing here — between these two perfect women, at yet another annual volunteer event against my will, a fake smile on my face — was proof I hadn’t broken free yet.
“Hon,” Mom said, glancing at her watch, probably realizing she needed to check on other volunteers, “if you’re serious about this guy, your father and I should meet him. I promise we won’t be as hard on him as you think.”
“Mom and Dad were so nice to Kyle, remember?” Krista said cheerfully. “We even stayed an hour longer than we planned because of how great the conversation was.”
“We just want the best for our daughters,” Mom said, patting my shoulder again. “If you think he is that, then we’d love to meet him.”
Maybe she was right. Maybe she meant it. Maybe they could be happy for me. I thought of how Krista hadn’t totally balked at the details she knew. Emma and Cody, two people from my world, had been impressed by Dean.
I watched her walk away, feeling lightheaded and confused.
Krista looked at me, realizing something was off.
“What’s wrong?”
I shook my head, putting on my best pageant smile, and allowed myself one lie.
“Nothing. I’m fine. Everything is perfect.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I knew it was irrational to be here, unannounced, unplanned, knocking on Dean’s door, but that thought alone hadn’t stopped me. I checked my watch, knowing he would be off work by now. I quickly thought of his schedule, the one I knew so well, and because it was Tuesday, I turned, looking down the stairs as he stepped out of his studio below, confused.
“Hey,” Dean said, the light from the open garage door washing over him. He was covered in paint, splatters on his white shirt and black pants, dotting his arms and hands. Seeing him like this made my heart pound even harder, my breath catching in my throat. “I thought I heard something. What are you doing here, Skye? Did I somehow forget we had plans?”
I rushed down the stairs, throwing my arms around him, pulling him into a tight hug. He laughed, startled, and wrapped his arms around me.
“Whoa. You just got paint all over your dress,” he said, trying to step away, but I pulled him closer.
“I don’t care,” I said, closing my eyes, pressing my face against his chest, focused on feeling him, just being with him, taking him all in. He smelled like coffee, teakwood, and just slightly of paint, and his body was warm, solid, and felt just right. “I just got incredible news, and I had to tell you.”
“I really don’t think you understand how much paint you have on your dress now,” he said with a laugh.
I stepped back, laughing as I looked down at my navy sheath dress, now smeared with various colors. “Oh, shit.”
“Sorry,” he said, grinning. “I didn’t realize you were coming over or I would have changed. But who cares about that now, right? Don’t keep me waiting. What’s the news?”
“My internship. My boss. They offered me a job. Once I graduate. They want me to work there. They chose just me, they want me to go there, once I have my degree, and do work there,” I said, stumbling over the words, too happy to get the sentence out properly, laughing with excitement.
When my boss had asked me to stick around after work, saying she wanted to talk to me about something important, I’d panicked, thinking back to when Krista had interned here, unable to recall when that had happened to her. My panic subsided after I’d walked out with a standing job offer after I finished my senior year.
“Holy shit, that’s awesome,” Dean exclaimed, picking me up, making me laugh even harder. “You’re going to be a real, certified accountant, Skye. Don’t you actually have to get certified? That’s so cool. You’re so cool.”
I blushed, grinning. “You really think accountants are cool?”
“If you’re an accountant, then hell yeah,” he said, kissing me. He pulled away, rubbing yellow paint off my arm with his thumb. “What did your parents say? Or Krista? How excited are they?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t tell them yet. You’re the first person I’ve told. You’re the first I wanted to know,” I said breathlessly.
He smiled, his eyes sparkling under the dusky sky. “You’re incredible, princess. We should celebrate. I just need to put away my stuff, and then we can do whatever you want.”
I shook my head. “Oh, no, sorry, I totally interrupted. I can go.”
He rolled his eyes. “Don’t be silly, I’d much rather spend my time with you.” He stepped back to the light spilling out from his studio. “Do you care to wait a sec? More precisely, maybe four to six minutes? The door upstairs is unlocked.”
I hesitated. “Or I could wait inside there?” I asked, pointing to where I’d never been. “With you.”
He looked at me, a slight smile on his face. “I don’t really let people in my studio.”
I smiled at him. “Yeah, but I’m not like most people, am I?”
He shook his head, smiling. “I guess you’ve got me there.” He paused, looking at me as if he was deciding something — something very important — and then he took a step back, reaching out his hand to me. “Okay, Skye, I’ll let you in.”
I took it in slowly, wanting to commit every detail to memory so I could picture him perfectly when I wasn’t here. The space was the same size as his place above, but it couldn’t have been more different. Instead of hardwood floors, the ground was paint-splattered gravel. The only piece of furniture was a large wooden table, covered in worn brushes, some scattered around, some in vintage coffee cans, tubes of colorful paints everywhere, littered with sketchbooks and pens and pencils in jars. What empty spots remained on the tabletop were also covered with flecks of paint. Several easels surrounded the table, and I recognized some of the half-finished landscapes as ones Dean had described to me.
But the walls were the coolest thing about his studio. Canvases of all sizes were hanging on or leaning them. One side was landscapes. The other side was something different, paintings that weren’t quite landscapes.
“That’s my gallery stuff,” he said before I had to ask.
I stepped closer to the massive paintings, having never seen or heard about what he was specifically working on.
They were realistic looking places, they even looked familiar, but something about them weren’t like his commissioned landscapes. One was of an elementary school, and I felt like it could have been the first day of school all over again. The morning sunlight and the details felt so real, but the scene faded at the edges, half of the building lighter than the rest, disappearing almost into thin air. Another painting was the trail at the golf course, but the middle was blank, interrupting the trees, cutting off the sunlight right where it would hit you in the eyes.
“I feel…” I looked at Dean over my shoulder. He was watching me carefully, not saying anything. “I know this sounds like an insult, but I really don’t mean it as one … I feel confused when I look at these. Like, my mind is playing tricks on me.”
I looked at another painting, where the edges were black, almost eating away at the beautiful scene of buildings downtown.
“Like, I feel like I forgot what these are. What they’re supposed to be. Like they’re distant memories,” I said, my voice growing quiet.
My eyes fell to another painting. It was of a large, white Colonial style house, a shadow stretching across the grass that looked golden from the sunlight. Where an older man should have stood, his head thrown back in laughter, was nothing.
I faced Dean. “These are your dad’s memories, aren’t they?”
He looked at me and then back at the paintings. “Yeah.”
I nodded, facing them again, mesmerized. “These are incredible. Absolutely perfect.”
I couldn’t believe almost a year ago, I hadn’t even wanted to know him, I’d judged him, thinking he was just a barista, a college dropout, irrational. Now, I was stunned. Stunned by him, by his talent, by his depth, by everything he was, inside and out.
I glanced at him over my shoulder. He’d moved to straightening his work area, gathering his brushes and walking to an industrial sink in the back. I walked around, studying the other paintings, not caring how long I had to wait because I wanted to be right here, in this world.
“So how excited do you think your parents will be for you?” he asked as I made my way back to him. “Perfect daughter lands dream job before graduating.”
I glanced back at his gallery pieces, chewing on my fingernail, knowing that when my parents thought of a perfect daughter, it wasn’t me who came to mind.
“Honestly? I’m kind of nervous to tell them.”
“Really? Why?” Dean asked, confused, as he washed one of his brushes against his palm, a beautiful blue swirling down the sink.
I sighed, thinking this was yet another anxiety-inducing secret to keep from my parents. “Well, the plan has always been that I intern there, but then I work at the same firm that Krista works at. It’s the same place my mom and dad started.”
Dean paused, looking at me, seeming even more confused. “Yeah, but this is still an accounting job, right? It’s not like you’re dropping out to be a painter,” he said with a laugh.
I laughed and shook my head. As much as Dean cared and listened when I talked about my parents and how strict they were, part of him would just never understand, not having the history, the memories — the feeling of disappointment that could so easily be applied with one look from my dad — that came along with being their daughter.
“It’s, just, not part of their plan,” I said with a sigh.
He shook his head, still not getting it, and picked up another brush. “But what about your own plan? It’s your future, not theirs.”
“But I’m their daughter. They mapped out my life the moment they decided to have me.” I sighed again, feeling my chest tighten. “I just want them to be proud of me, and I feel like I keep messing it up,” I said quietly.
He sat down his brushes and faced me. “I know I don’t know your parents, but if you told them this news, and you were just as excited as you were when you told me, with that kind of smile on your face, how could they not be happy for you? Even if it’s not what they imagined. Isn’t part of being a parent wanting the best for your kid, even if it’s not exactly what you had in mind?”
I nodded. He was right, but it wasn’t that easy.
I looked at him again, thinking if his dad had been more like mine, Dean would probably be in a suit and tie, tattoo-less, fresh out of law school, at a young professionals networking event right now. In another world, maybe I would have met him there, maybe he would have been friends with Michael, maybe his profile would have made it through my now-deleted dating apps, his qualifications easily sliding through the perimeters I’d set. Maybe I would have been so bored, sitting across from him at my table at the coffee shop, counting down the minutes on my watch, wondering if I’d ever meet someone interesting in my life, someone who made me feel something.
He turned off the water and dried his hands, facing me, his arms still flecked with paint, dotting his tattoos. “So you never answered.”
I met his gaze, his words pulling me out of my distracted thoughts of how different things could have been. “What was the question?”
“What do you want to do to celebrate? I mean, we might have to get you out of that dress first,” he added with a laugh.
“I want to … just be with you,” I said slowly, nodding, so sure. “You exactly as you are. Then maybe get a thousand French fries.”
He laughed, a great laugh I knew I’d do anything to hear, and reached out, pulling me toward him, not caring I was the one getting paint on him now. “I can do both of those things for you, princess.”
Once we were back upstairs, having washed the paint off our skin, the overhead lights off, the candles next to his bed lit, their flickering glow casting a romantic golden light over everything, I turned to him.
“Dean, can I ask you something? You can call Rule 1, if you want.”
“Rule 1? Didn’t that rule disappear, like, five months ago? You can ask me anything.”
He smiled, expertly finding the zipper on my dress, sliding it off of me as he gently kissed my neck, sending chills down my spine.
“How many other people have seen your studio?” I asked, taking off his shirt, pressing my lips against his collarbone tattoo.
He looked at me, his eyes the richest chocolate brown, my absolute favorite, making me melt. “No one,” he said, his voice low and soft against my skin. “Just you. Only you.”
We kissed, softly and deeply, and even though we were both doing the same motions as before, us knowing each other so well this way, I knew that this time was, and every moment after would be, different.
★☽★★☽
I focused on the pot roast in front of me, trying to think of any question to keep this conversation going. Because I knew once Krista stopped talking, it would be my turn to give some sort of life update, and I wasn’t ready to share my good news yet, still unsure how my parents would react. So I was trying to run out the clock.
“What about your bouquet? Describe how the flowers look like again,” I said, smiling at Krista.
She beamed, taking another breath, launching into an overly detailed description of every flower that would be at her wedding, a mere 37 days away. I glanced at Dad where he was making careful mental notes, probably cataloging every thing she said since he was the one paying for every detail.
“That sounds absolutely wonderful, hon,” Mom said, smiling, opening her mouth to ask another question, but Dad held up his hand.
We all paused, waiting for his direction.
“Krista, we’ve barely heard from Skylar tonight. Why don’t we let her have the last five minutes of dinner to give us an update.”
Krista and I exchanged glances, and she lightly shook her head, answering my silent question. I’d told her about my job offer after her bachelorette party — powered by the excessive alcohol and cheery mood from the wine tasting class I’d decided on — and after she’d finished jumping up and down in excitement for me, I had sworn her to secrecy.
I glanced at Mom, unsure if she’d told him I was dating someone since I’d told her nearly two weeks ago and it hadn’t come up yet. Maybe she felt she didn’t have enough information to share, wanting me to field the questions instead.
I had four minutes and 45 seconds left to figure out a way to please Dad during the last family dinner of the summer.
“Well, um, things are great,” I said, glancing at my watch.
“How was the last week of your internship?” he pressed, not satisfied with my vague answer.
Part of me wondered if he somehow knew that on my last day, Dean had sent me flowers, the exact bouquet from his painting. I wondered if my dad could sense how my heart skipped now, just thinking of the note that had been paired with the arrangement, reading “Skye — I wanted you to have the real thing.”
“It was awesome,” I said, glancing at Krista again. She smiled, and I tried to remember just exactly how we’d practiced how I would tell him my good news.
“You seemed to do well there.”
I took a silent breath, avoiding his gaze. “Uh, they offered me a job,” I blurted out, closing my eyes, annoyed because that wasn’t how we’d said I would start this conversation.
Mom gasped. “Oh honey, that’s amazing! We’ll definitely need to go shopping to get you new outfits. We have time, right? You’ll start after graduation?”
I opened my eyes, surprised. “Uh, yeah, in seven months.”
Krista squealed and clapped her hands. “I am so excited for you, baby sis! You’re growing up so fast,” she said, placing her hand over mine and squeezing it lightly.
“Way to go, Skylar. You must have been pretty impressive to get approached so early,” Kyle said with a smile. “One of my buddies works there. He told me that they serve nearly seventy percent of Fortune Global 500s.”
“You are so right,” Krista said, beaming at him. I smiled, knowing she’d told him my secret and probably what supportive lines to say, too. “It’s so prestigious. If I wasn’t so happy at my firm, I’d totally want to work there.”
I smiled at her, grateful we were on the same team.
And then we all looked at Dad, who had been silent this whole time, waiting on his approval.
“I thought you wanted to work at Krista’s firm after graduation,” he said, his brows furrowed. “The one your mother and I started at.”
I held my breath, wishing I was back with Dean who had just been happy for me without needing me to convince him.
“Um, well, I thought that’s what I wanted,” I said slowly. “But I think this is what I want.”
“You think?” he repeated. “So you aren’t sure?”
I opened my mouth and closed it. Until this very instant, I had absolutely thought this is what I wanted, but seeing the way he looked at me, a familiar sense of doubt creeped inside me.
“Do you think it’s the wrong choice?” I asked quietly, confused.
Before he could answer, Krista kicked me under the table. It was the most impolite, irrational thing she’d ever done. I jerked my leg back, staring at her in shock. She frowned at me. This wasn’t going according to our plan.
I sat up straighter in my chair and took a deep breath. “No, sorry, I meant ‘I know.’ I know this is what I want, not think. Know. For a fact.”
He looked at me and then Krista, considering this. And then he stood, dinnertime over.
“Okay,” he said as we all stood. “We’ll talk more about this once it gets closer. Salary negotiations, contract negotiations, etcetera.”
“Contract negotiations?” I repeated, feeling shellshocked.
“Well, if you’re going to take this job, your mother and I want it to be the best option for you. We’ll have to get you prepared.”
I broke out into a smile, feeling an overwhelming sense of relief.
“Really?”
He picked up his plate, never one to linger in an emotional moment. “Yes, Skylar,” he said simply, walking out of the room.
As everyone settled in the living room, and Krista continued her wedding detail overview, I hung back to do the dishes. As I waited for the water to warm up, I found myself in my own world, thinking of Dean, thinking of our dates, the ones where we didn’t have to pretend to care about bachelorette parties.
We’d made out during the previews in the back row of a historic movie theater I’d never heard of before watching a classic movie he’d never seen. We’d roamed an art museum where I pretended to know all about the paintings, making up exaggerated stories for each figure in a very serious tone as he tried not to laugh, telling me I was being distracting as he grabbed me, making me laugh so hard that we were both shushed by a guard. We’d walked around the botanical gardens twice, so caught up in conversation  we’d missed everything the first time around. We shopped for things for my new apartment where Dean convinced me to buy an Aeropress, promising he’d teach me how to use it, and I convinced him to buy a decorative wire basket for his blankets, and then we both slipped the other’s favorite snacks in our own baskets, revealing them later with laughter in the car.
“There you are,” Dad said, making me jump and jerking me out of my distracted thoughts. “What are you doing in here?”
“Just doing the dishes,” I said, looking at the sink where the water was steaming and almost overflowing. I snapped the faucet off and smiled, hoping he hadn’t noticed how spaced out I’d been and would ask me why.
“Are you about as tired of this wedding as I am?” He grabbed a dishcloth, standing next to me, and smiled. “Let’s hide out together.”
I laughed, feeling like maybe we had some common ground, and scooted over to make room for the both of us. We worked diligently in silence for several minutes, me scrubbing, him rinsing and drying. I knew my internship wouldn’t come up again, since he’d already mentally checked the box, feeling like he’d covered the topic fully.
“Are you ready for the start of the semester?” he asked. “Have your schedule all set?”
I nodded, keeping my gaze focused on the bubbles in the water as he methodically rinsed off the wine glasses.
We fell into silence again, and I took a deep breath. I thought about how tonight had gone. How he’d reacted positively to something he hadn’t anticipated. With that in mind, I decided tonight was the only night I’d have the confidence to bring up another subject that would catch him off guard.
He looked at me, and I knew he could see the tension I carried, that I was hiding something from him. It was then I realized the only thing he and Dean had in common was that they could both tell, almost in an instant, when I wasn’t being myself. The problem was, the version of me they saw was completely different.
“I kind of wanted to talk to you about something,” I said, gingerly sitting down the sponge. “I was thinking of maybe, um, taking another photography class.”
He almost dropped a wine glass. Two surprises in one night was a lot, but I knew if I didn’t do this now, I never would.
“And I was thinking now that I have a job offer, you would be okay with it because it proves that I didn’t slack off when I took the first one, you know?” I said quickly before he could interject. “So maybe you and I could discuss it, instead of you telling me what you think I should do without hearing my side.”
He stared at me, and I nodded, holding my ground even though I was shaking. I’d never been this direct with him before, and I didn’t know how much longer I’d have this sort of confidence.
“Okay,” he said after a moment. “I’m listening.”
Now it was my turn to feel caught off guard, having already braced for him to steamroll me. I cleared my throat.
“Well, in my first class, I aced every assignment, and I learned so much. I learned to take my time, to appreciate the little details, to be open to new things,” I said, wishing I hadn’t said that last part, knowing it wouldn’t convince my dad. “And it kind of forced me to step out of my comfort zone and put myself in front of people. You know I don’t like presentations, and this was, like, the ultimate presentation practice.”
He nodded, thinking about this.
“And Krista got a great new profile picture out of it,” I said, hoping that if even for a second he thought my sister was behind it, he might be, too. “She loved the photos I took for her.”
He kind of smiled, and I took that as a signal for the final thing I wanted to say, the part I’d practiced in my head over and over again.
“But most importantly,” I said, avoiding his gaze, “it made me happy. And I want to keep doing it. And I want you to be okay with that. I’m tired of pretending this isn’t something I want. Of hiding it from you, Dad.”
I looked at him, holding my breath, and I knew, right then, that he understood I wasn’t just talking about photography.
“Your mother warned me you might be coming to tell me something surprising,” he said evenly, his expression unreadable.
I nodded, staying silent.
He sighed, turning on the faucet, picking up a plate I’d washed, back on task, putting me into motion. I picked up the sponge.
After what felt like 208 seconds, he spoke, “I’m willing to give this photography class a chance. But I need more details than just the idea that you think you like it. That’s not good enough.”
I nodded again.
“Do you understand, Skylar?” he said, turning to look at me.
“Yes, I understand,” I said, knowing that I’d run out of time. That after 10 months of pros and cons, rules, amendments, and pretending it wasn’t what I wanted, it was time to introduce Dean to my family.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Oh god, I’m going to be late,” I said breathlessly, grabbing my phone to silence the alarm I’d thought had been just in my head.
Dean laughed, coming up to lie beside me as I caught my breath.
“You really don’t skip school on your birthday?”
The look I gave him made him laugh again.
“Can I use your shower? I don’t have time to go to my place.”
He shrugged. “You don’t have to ask me that every time. Isn’t that why all that stuff is in there anyway? How many bottles does one girl need? I knock one down every time I’m in there.”
I laughed and walked to his bathroom, peeking my head out around the door, grinning at him still in bed. “Can I have birthday coffee? Since I’m a princess and all?”
“I thought you felt bad asking me to be your barista when we’re here,” he called after me.
I laughed, shutting the door and stepping into his shower, accidentally knocking over my travel-sized shampoo, sitting it back down next to my conditioner, body wash, body scrub, and in-shower lotion. Since the semester had started a month ago, Dean’s schedule had shifted back to late nights, and I started staying over more on weekdays. We’d spend longer mornings together, sometimes going on dates, sometimes just losing track of time in bed, before I went to class, and he worked in his studio or visited his dad at Sun Meadows.
“You know,” I said as I walked out of the bathroom wearing a light sweater and jeans, toweling off my damp hair, “I think we both know you aren’t just my barista when we’re here.”
“Oh yeah?” he said, dressed now, pouring coffee in the kitchen.
“Yeah, you’re more than my barista, right?”
He glanced at me, raising an eyebrow.
“I mean, maybe you’re my…” I trailed off. “Like, if you wanted to call yourself something else. Maybe I could be into that. Just for clarification purposes.”
He looked at me, leaning against the counter, that trademark smirk on his face.
“Clarification purposes,” he repeated.
I nodded, biting my lip, unable to understand how even after 11 months, he still made me feel this way, somewhere between nervous and excited, my heart always pounding.
“Yeah, like if someone asked what I was doing for my birthday, I could be like, ‘oh, my barista has secret plans for me tonight after he gets off work.’ But that doesn’t sound right, you know?”
He laughed and walked over to me, sitting our mugs on the coffee table. “Yeah, ’secret plans for you’ sounds so ominous.” 
I laughed and lightly pushed him. “You’re doing this to me on purpose,” I said, trying to scowl as he laughed. “You know what I mean.”
“You’re turning twenty-two, and you can’t just say you want me to be your boyfriend?”
I blushed. “Well, I didn’t, like, specifically—” I fumbled as he laughed again. I took a breath and rolled my eyes at myself. “Yes, I want you to be my boyfriend. And I want to be your girlfriend.”
He smiled, leaning to kiss me on the lips, his kiss saying all I needed to know, that he wholeheartedly and passionately agreed.
“Okay,” he said, pulling away, “I hate to be the rational one here, but you’re definitely going to be late for class if we keep this up.”
I laughed, sitting on the couch to enjoy the coffee with him. I glanced over my shoulder as he walked to his closet.
“Where are you going? I thought the rule was we had sit and appreciate the coffee together,” I said in a playful mocking voice. As much as I teased him about it, he knew I liked this moment together as much as he did.
“Yeah, but I wanted to give you something first.”
“Dean, I said I didn’t want any presents. Except, well … what you did this morning and the coffee.”
He laughed and came back to sit with me. “Then don’t consider this a present,” he said, handing me a small white box. “Consider it payment from all the times I hummed ‘Jingle Bells,’ and you didn’t call me out on it,” he said with a shrug. “Call it whatever you want.”
I smiled and opened the box, gasping at the Victorian-style layered necklace inside. The chains were delicate, a beautiful gold crescent moon connected to several tiny crystal stars that sparkled just so. It was like nothing found in a mall or maybe even in a jewelry store, but it was absolutely perfect.
“Oh my god,” I said, lifting it out of the box and immediately pulling my hair back to put it on. “This is so beautiful. I’ve never seen something like this before. Help me clasp it, I don’t want to wait one more second without wearing it,” I said hurriedly, making him laugh.
I placed my palm over the charms, pressing them onto my chest, feeling the solid moon and delicate, perfect stars against my beating heart. I closed my eyes, wanting to remember this moment forever.
“I love it, Dean,” I said, turning to face him.
He smiled at me, reaching out to brush his fingers against my cheek. I thought of all the times I’d craved this sort of touch, how we used to pull away, this feeling stronger than what a hookup, friends, whatever we called it, could handle. And now, he drew me closer, kissing me deeply, soft and slow. My back-up alarm went off — the one I purposefully set when I stayed over at his place, the one that told me now I really had to leave — and we pulled away, unable to stop smiling at each other.
I still had that smile on my face when I showed up to my first class with two minutes to spare, after a full day of classes, and at dinner at my favorite restaurant with my parents and Krista and Kyle. Dinner was easy, something we’d done every year since I could remember, and because it was my birthday, my parents seemed to ease up on me. Instead of asking questions about my current life, they spent time reminiscing about previous birthdays and past memories.
Once we’d said goodbye, and Krista and I were back in our apartment, I was surprised when she asked if I wanted to have a glass of wine and hang out instead of us going our separate ways — me to do homework in my room and her to focus on her wedding. It was the final countdown, 19 days away.
She nodded to my necklace. “Is that new?”
I placed my hand over it, feeling protective. “Yeah, why?”
She handed me a glass and smiled. “It’s really beautiful,” she said sincerely. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. Is it from Dean?”
I nodded, feeling myself start to blush, as we sat on the couch. I knew she was waiting for me to say more as I studied the poster boards above our couch. Only three sticky notes remained — out-of-towners welcome party, rehearsal dinner, WEDDING.
She glanced at where I was looking. “You know, I was thinking about this out-of-towners party … how it’s just a bunch of people none of us really know coming together to be welcomed to the family,” she said, reading my mind. “Mom and Dad will be in really good spirits, but I bet really distracted. They’ll probably spend five minutes with us and then be on their way to play perfect host and hostess.”
She and I looked at each other, and I felt like we were back in the old days when we would stay up late, on the same team, scheming against our parents to get what we wanted.
“Yeah, but you probably have everything already planned,” I said. “You can’t just add another person.”
She rolled her eyes. “You really don’t think I didn’t plan for an extra person the moment I saw you sneaking out of here under the ruse of ‘going to the library to study for a final’ in December wearing a skirt?”
I stared at her. “What?”
“Or when you ‘were wrapping presents with a friend’ and didn’t come home until after midnight?” she said, laughing at my shocked face. “And then somehow it took you four times longer to plan the exact same SGA bingo event that I planned, not coming home until after midnight then either?”
I was stunned.
“Or what about when Kyle saw you at the golf course with some guy with a bunch of tattoos?” She laughed again, kicking her feet up on the coffee table, and I hated and loved her at the same moment.
“…I was at spin class then,” I said, my face burning.
“You hate spin class,” she said with another eye roll. “And, oh my gosh, how about in April when Lindy said she saw you at a breakfast place with some guy she said had a bunch of tattoos, except she’s so ditzy she really believed that you were tutoring at 7 a.m. on a Sunday?”
My mouth was wide open at this point.
“What the hell? You’ve been letting me freak out for months when you knew I was doing … being with … whatever, with Dean?”
“You know, at first, I thought I was holding a spot for Michael, but then after seeing you two together at game night…” She shook her head. “Well, I think we both know I was wrong about that.”
“I can’t believe this. You’ve noticed this stuff the whole time?” I looked at her, wanting to be mad, but unable to muster up any anger. “Why didn’t you say something?”
She smiled at me, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear. “Because, Skylar, I was waiting for you to come to me. I didn’t want to influence your decision. I wanted you to be confident whenever you decided to tell me that this guy was what you really wanted.”
I sat down my wine and stood. She looked at me, slightly worried that I was actually mad.
“Here,” I said, ignoring my nerves as I grabbed my phone and pulled up a photo. “This is Dean. The guy with the tattoos. My boyfriend.”
The photo was one I’d taken of Dean during one of our morning dates. We’d gotten up extra early to watch the sunrise, grabbing blankets and spare pillows, walking to the spot where we’d first looked at the moon together in his backyard. I’d jumped up, grabbing my phone as he laughed and told me to stop. He was lying on his back, his sleeved arm over his chest, his other arm scattered with tattoos behind his head, his collarbone tattoo peeking out from under his shirt.
“But I feel inspired. You can’t judge, Amendment 1.6 or whatever,” I’d said with a grin, snapping the photo right before he pulled me down, making me laugh and drop my phone.
Krista looked at the photo and then at me.
“This is not what I imagined.”
I bit my lip, feeling a wave of dread wash over me, wondering if this was a mistake.
“But if you’re happy, I’m happy, Skylar.”
I knew her well enough to know that she was shocked, that she probably had 23 immediate questions, but she was focused on me in this moment.
“And I trust you can make your own decisions. Even if I don’t get it, or if I don’t know the whole story, or whatever the situation is. Because being your sister means I’ll always have your back, no matter what,” she said, smiling as I threw my arms around her, pulling her into a tight hug. “Now can I please just meet this guy?” she asked with an exaggerated groan as I burst into relieved laughter.
I promised her that she would soon, but right now, I needed to go, not wanting to be late for whatever Dean had planned. As I sat in my car in the coffee shop parking lot, I glanced at my watch. It was 10:12, and he’d told me to meet him at 10:13 p.m. I’d come to the conclusion that maybe I didn’t hate surprises as much as I thought, unable to suppress the happiness and excitement I felt. It had been months since I’d sat in my car behind the coffee shop alone, thinking about him.
I smiled, getting out of my car, as he walked up. “Hi.”
Under the streetlight, he looked so handsome, making my heart skip a beat as if I hadn’t seen him just 12 hours ago.
“Hey,” he said, smiling at me.
I stepped away from my car and walked over to him, standing right in front of him, the streetlight over both of us now. I suddenly felt déjà vu, transported back in time to when we had first stood here, flirting about constants and variables, neither one of us ever guessing we’d be where we were today.
“So I was thinking,” he said, reaching out his hand, and I took it without a second thought. “We’ve been on all these dates, right?”
I nodded, following him as he stepped backward. “Yeah, forty-three to be exact. Not counting all those Rule 3s we broke.”
He laughed and put his arm around me as I fell easily into step with him. “Right. So I kept trying to think of something we hadn’t done so it would be special for your birthday. And then I realized,” he said, stopping in front of the coffee shop, “there’s one date we’ve never had.”
I blinked at him, feeling the beginnings of a smile on my face, as he opened the door.
“There is one catch though,” he said with a grin. “There won’t be a barista to play ‘Closing Time’ to bail you out of this one.”
I laughed, unable to come up with words to describe how I felt.
“So what do you say, Skye? Will you go out on a date with me?” he asked, his eyes sparkling.
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I absolutely want that.”
He smiled, nodding for me to step inside. I gasped as I walked in, taking in the scene. The lights were off, but it didn’t matter because countless white candles lined the register where he’d always stand, grinning at me, circled on the bar where I’d lean to watch him make latte art, and dotted the table where I always sat. Over the speakers, the playlist we’d created together was playing, and every discussion we’d had, every laugh we’d shared, every moment we’d rolled our eyes at each other, telling the other we didn’t know what love was, rushed to my mind.
“Dean,” I breathed, stepping to my table.
On it sat my favorite chocolates and two black coffees that I knew would be decaf. I laughed, covering my mouth with my hand, as I noticed French fries from the same place he’d got them for me after Krista’s engagement party when I’d said I wanted them more than I wanted a ring.
“This is…” I turned to him, pressing my hand against my whole heart beating in my chest, wanting to feel it, my palm over the moon and the stars, wanting to remember this moment. “This is perfect.”
He smiled as I sat down. “You deserve perfect, princess.”
I was unable to control the smile on my face as he sat down across from me, a visual I’d never thought I’d want but now I’d never forget.
★☽★★☽
I’d done the math. I’d run the scenarios in my head. Krista had my back. Mom had said she and Dad wouldn’t be hard on the guy who made me happy. Dad was open to my taking a photography class, knowing I hadn’t just been talking about camera clicks.
I was ready.
And I was also mildly panicking.
“Oh my god, do you think we should have brought flowers?” I asked, facing Dean as he drove to the out-of-towners welcome party. “When Kyle met my parents for the first time, he had flowers.”
Dean glanced at me, giving me a slightly weird look. “Wouldn’t it be strange if I showed up to a party with flowers for someone who isn’t even hosting it? Where would your mom sit them or do you expect her to just hold them the whole time?”
I chewed on my fingernail, not sure if he was right or not. “Well, maybe it would have been a nice gesture.”
“Eh, it feels insincere to me,” he said, pausing to look at me as he stopped at a red light. “Skye, are you okay? You’re kind of stressing me out, and I don’t really get stressed.”
I looked at him and shook my head. “No, I’m sorry. I mean, yes, I am stressed. But I’m sorry for being stressed.”
“Why are you stressed?” he asked. “Didn’t you say that you told your parents about us more than a month ago? Isn’t this just a nice-to-put-a-face-to-the-name kind of situation?”
“Um, right,” I said, turning to look out the window. “I mean, they know some stuff about you, but they definitely don’t know you.”
Dean nodded, considering this but not responding, distracted by his map’s directions. I glanced at him, studying him. Part of me had been nervous when he’d picked me up that he’d be in one of his classic artsy outfits. I’d immediately felt guilty for thinking that when he’d shown up in a nice black button-up, his olive green field jacket, fitted khakis without any holes or distressing, black leather loafers, no jewelry in sight.
“Oh,” I said suddenly as he parked in front of Kyle’s parents’ house. I quickly looked around, noticing my parents’ car was already here. “Football season started back up.”
Dean looked at me, completely confused. “What? Why are you telling me that?”
“If anything ever gets weird, just mention football,” I said as we got out of the car. I took a deep breath, smoothing my hands over my dress, trying to ignore that they were shaking.
“What? I can’t do that. I don’t know anything about football. Honestly, now that I think about it, I don’t even remember what Middletown’s football character is. That’s how little I know. I can’t even talk about the football characters.”
I stopped and faced him. “They aren’t football characters.”
He laughed and shook his head. “See? That’s how little I know. Also, what do you mean ‘if things get weird’?”
I took another breath. “Maybe we should go,” I said, stepping back to his car. “We don’t have to do this tonight.”
He gave me a deadpan look.
“Why don’t we go back to my place? Krista is gone, so we can finally hook up there,” I said, taking his hand, thinking that was a much better idea, but he pulled me away from his car.
“No, Skye, we’re doing what we already planned,” he said, putting his arm around my shoulders. “I don’t want your parents to think I commit to things and then bail. I don’t want them to hate me without even getting to know me.”
I nodded, trying to suppress the tightness in my stomach. “Right,” I said, taking another deep breath. “Okay.”
We walked up the driveway, passing my parents’ car, until we were standing in front of the door and there was no turning back unless I decided to ditch Dean and run. I looked over my shoulder, knowing I wouldn’t get that far in heels without falling and cracking my knee on the ground.
“This is going to be so bad,” I said under my breath as the door opened.
Dean glanced at me, and I wasn’t sure if he’d heard me. But I didn’t have time to ask because my mom stood right there. Krista hadn’t warned me that she’d put Mom on greeting duty. I’d thought we would have at least five minutes to scope out the scene, find the best spot where we were slightly visible but not accessible, where we could sneak out if we needed to.
“Mom,” I said, my voice tighter and higher than I expected.
“Honey, you look radiant,” she said, looking me up and down.
I looked at Dean, suddenly seeing him through her eyes. She’d immediately notice that just below the cuff of his khakis, his ankle tattoo peeked out, and she’d instantly spot the tattoo behind his ear and his hand tattoo. Somehow, after so many months, his hand tattoo was just such a part of him to me now that I hadn’t even thought about it until she reached her hand out to shake his right hand.
“Mom, this is Dean,” I said, hoping that maybe, for once in her life, she wouldn’t notice someone’s appearance. “Dean Cross. Um, my, uh … my…” I faltered as she looked down at his hand, shaking it, her expression changing just ever so slightly, shocked.
“Boyfriend,” Dean finished for me, glancing at me for one split second before smiling at her. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Taylor. I’ve heard a lot of great things about you.”
“Oh?” she said, recovering easily, a pro at politeness. “I haven’t heard nearly enough about you. I’ve been so curious who has been keeping my youngest so busy,” she said with a light laugh. I knew she was referencing the past two family dinners I’d skipped, citing SGA as my excuse, when really, I’d been avoiding my dad. “Let me take your jackets, and we can get to know each other.”
My stomach dropped, knowing if she’d been shocked by his hand, she couldn’t handle his sleeve.
“Oh no,” I said, stepping forward, cutting her outstretched hand off from where she was offering to take his jacket. “Dean is, uh, cold-natured, so he’ll want to keep his jacket on. Where is Dad?”
“Cold-natured?” Dean repeated lowly as she looked around for Dad. I scanned the room, too, hoping there was enough time to make up some excuse to leave before he appeared.
“Yes,” I said, looking right at him, nodding. “You love keeping your arms warm.”
I couldn’t tell if he understood based on the look he gave me.
“Hon, that’s nonsense,” Mom said, reaching out her hand again and slightly frowning at me. “I can’t have my guests showing up to a party and standing around in their jackets. It’ll look like you’re ready to leave in an instant. That would be rude.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, not sure which one of them I was talking to and closed my eyes as Dean slipped off his jacket at her insistence. The sleeves of his button-up were rolled up, revealing his colorful tattoos on full display, stark against the black of his shirt. Without the jacket, his collarbone tattoo peeked out just slightly, too.
“Oh,” Mom said, startled, unable to perfectly hide her surprise.
“Baby sis!” Krista’s voice rang out. She walked up, looking at Mom and me, both of with subtle pained expressions on our faces. “I’m so glad you were able to make it. You must be Dean,” she said, smiling brightly. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
He smiled at her. “It’s awesome to finally meet the infamous Krista,” he said, shaking her hand. Her eyes went to his sleeve and hand tattoo, but her smile didn’t waver. “Congrats on your engagement, but really, I guess, your upcoming wedding. The official countdown is seven days, right?” he said, putting his tatted hand in his pocket and glancing at me.
“A week that is going to fly by,” she said, lightly touching her sparkling ring. “I might need to borrow Skylar from you more than usual this week,” she said with a laugh.
I kind of laughed, glancing at Mom who didn’t think it was at all funny.
“But we have plenty of time to talk about my wedding,” Krista said, gently putting her arm around my shoulders. “Skylar can attest that’s all I’ll want to talk about. Let’s get you two a drink and, Dean, you can meet my fiancé, Kyle. Thanks for watching the door, Mom,” she said, expertly pulling us away.
“Oh my god,” I whispered to Krista as we walked into the kitchen. “This is a nightmare.”
Dean looked at me, and I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean how that came out.”
“I have a feeling you’re going to be saying that a lot tonight,” he said as Krista stepped away to grab Kyle from the dining room.
“Dean, you don’t understand—”
Krista interrupted us, introducing my future brother-in-law to my boyfriend. Never had I seen a starker contrast between two guys. After they exchanged greetings, Kyle asked Dean what he thought about last night’s game.
“The game,” Dean repeated, glancing at me. “The football game.”
“What’s your team? Gotta know if we’re rivals or not, man,” Kyle said with a laugh.
“Uh, you know, I don’t really like to pick favorites. I think all the teams are cool … or maybe neutral,” Dean said as I shook my head. He frowned just slightly at me. “Actually, I don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “I don’t watch football.”
I sighed as Krista laughed. “Well, at least you’re honest,” she said, passing us both a glass of wine. “I can’t really get into sports either. I think the last game I watched was last year’s homecoming game. Gosh, I can’t believe that was almost a year ago.”
Dean and I looked at each other, remembering what we’d done for the first time in the backseat of his car that night. I blushed, and he smiled at me. Away from my mom’s careful gaze and close to my protective sister, I felt better, able to breathe easier now. I leaned my head against his shoulder, and he slipped his arm around my waist.
Krista beamed at us before being beckoned by someone I didn’t know. “I have to go meet some people I’m apparently about to be related to. Kyle, why don’t you stick with these two for a while, and then rescue me in five minutes?”
“Sure thing, babe,” he said, kissing her on the cheek before she effortlessly glided to a group of people, greeting them with a warm smile and a hug. A familiar pang of jealousy washed over me, wishing I could be more like her in this moment, but I pushed it away, choosing to be proud to be her sister instead.
Kyle and Dean made awkward small talk about the wedding and the weather as I drank my wine, glancing at the clock. I’d told Dean we would stay an hour, not a second longer.
We’d been here 11 minutes.
“Okay, I need to go play hero for a while,” Kyle said after five minutes, glancing to where Krista was still talking to the group of people, not at all looking like she needed to be rescued, her best pageant smile plastered on her face. “Oh, Skylar, I’ll tell your dad that you’re here. He said he was looking forward to your arrival.”
“No, don’t,” I said quickly, but not fast enough, as Kyle was already stepping out and toward Krista.
Dean sat down his glass of wine and my now-empty one.
“What is happening?” he asked, looking right at me. “I keep getting so many mixed signals from you.”
“Nothing is happening,” I said, shaking my head. “Are you really not going to drink tonight? Don’t you think that will look rude?”
“What? No, no one cares. Also, I can’t drink because I can’t eat anything. Everything is meat or cheese. I’d be buzzed off one glass.”
I groaned. “Shit, I forgot you are vegan.”
He kind of laughed. “You forgot? There’s no way you mean that.”
“Can’t you make an exception? Just this one time? It looks so rude if you don’t drink and don’t eat. My mom will notice.”
He made a face. “No, I can’t make an exception. Being vegan is part of who I am, Skye, you know that.”
I sighed, glancing over his shoulder and spotting my dad in the living room.
“Shit,” I said, grabbing his arm and pulling him out of eyeshot and into the dining room. “Look, if you end up meeting my dad, just don’t mention being vegan to him. He won’t get it. Grilling is probably his second favorite thing to football.”
“If I end up meeting your dad?”
I glanced at my watch. Twenty-one minutes.
“I don’t know, Dean. I don’t know what I’m saying. Maybe this was a mistak—”
“Skylar, hon,” Mom’s voice rang out, having left her post at the door and somehow finding us. “Your father wants to see you. He said he thought he saw you in the kitchen, but that you’d rushed out.”
She stopped at the doorway, looking Dean up and down, her disapproval just barely registering on her perfect, polite face. But after 22 years of being her daughter, I saw it plain and clear.
“Your father wants to see you,” she repeated, looking right at me. “And he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
Then she turned on her heel, knowing I’d follow. We walked back to the kitchen in silence where Dad was standing with Mom, Krista, and Kyle.
I held my breath, feeling my chest tighten, my whole body wanting to reject this, feeling exactly like I was stepping on stage, an overwhelming, blinding spotlight on me. I’d do anything to stop this feeling and get away. I looked at Dad, knowing Mom had warned him about the tattoos so he wouldn’t be caught off guard.
He was ready to meet Dean, even if I wasn’t.
“Let’s not do this,” I said, grabbing his hand and jerking him back, still out of earshot of my picture perfect family. “Dean, I can’t do this,” I said, my breath catching in my throat, my face flushing, my nerves pounding in my ears. “I can’t handle him being so disappoint—”
Dad didn’t wait for me to decide to step forward and introduce him to Dean, who looked at me now like he couldn’t believe what I’d just started to say. They smiled at each other, both calm and collected, shaking hands, exchanging pleasantries.
“So,” Dad said once we were all in place, two chinks in the circle we’d created in the kitchen, “how did you two meet?”
“We met on campus,” I answered quickly.
“In class?”
“No, we ran into each other in the coffee shop,” I said, trying my best to sound light and airy even though I could barely breathe over the knots in my stomach.
“Oh, yeah,” Kyle chimed in, trying to be helpful, I was sure, per Krista’s direction. “Dean, I heard you have good insights on coffee. I actually hedge commodities futures, so I’d love to get your perspective on what beans you’re into.”
“Commodities futures?” Dean asked as if he hadn’t quite heard him right.
Kyle laughed good-naturedly. “I know, man, that’s not nearly as luxury as being an art dealer, but it’s good to save the companies a little bit of money, am I right?”
Dean looked at me, having no idea what Kyle was even saying.
“Why don’t we shelve the business talk for a later time?” I said, trying to force a laugh, seeing how Dad noticed that exchange just didn’t add up. “Um, Krista, why don’t you tell Dean how you and Kyle met? I bet your story is much more interesting than ours.”
As Krista told their story, some sort of meet-cute in class I’d heard a thousand times, I glanced at Dad. He looked at me, and my heart stopped, knowing in an instant he wasn’t happy.
“So, Dean, you went to Middletown University, too, right?” Krista said, segueing out of her story to bring the focus back to him, trying to be helpful, not understanding that was exactly what I didn’t want.
“Yeah, for a while—”
“But he’s twenty-six now, so he doesn’t go there anymore,” I interrupted, stepping forward slightly, feeling my dad’s gaze.
“What was your major?” Kyle asked. “I don’t think Skylar said. Maybe we had some finance classes together.”
“You wouldn’t have had classes together. Dean is two years older than you,” I said quickly, not able to handle another look from Dad.
“Well, that’s not always true, hon,” Mom said, coming to Kyle’s defense, and I knew, without a doubt, she would always prefer him over Dean, no matter how this conversation went. “When did you graduate, Dean? Several of the Junior League ladies have sons and daughters your age. I wonder if you know any of them.”
“Can you believe I’m going to graduate in six months,” I said, interrupting again as he opened his mouth to answer. “And then I’ll go to my job that you all are proud of me for. I’m so excited. Krista, do you remember what you wore on your first day of work?”
“Skylar,” Dad said, his voice breaking through my frantic tone. “Why don’t you let Dean answer some of these questions? They’re simple questions.”
My eyes dropped to the floor as he faced Dean.
“When did you graduate?”
I pressed my hand against my chest, trying to remember to breathe, my palm digging the moon into my skin.
I winced as he answered, “I didn’t. I dropped out.”
Mom actually gasped. Dad, stoic as ever, drew a breath.
“What kind of company would hire you as an art dealer without a degree?” he asked, his tone measured.
“An art dealer?” Dean repeated, and I felt him looking at me, too. “Skye, no, sorry, Skylar told you all I’m an art dealer?”
“An independent contractor,” Krista said slowly, sounding confused. “Right?”
Dean kind of laughed. “I guess technically you could maybe call it that. I’m an artist. I’m a painter.”
“A painter?” Mom repeated, barely holding her poised self together.
For once, I wasn’t the one who interrupted Dean. Instead, Kyle’s parents walked into the kitchen, having no idea everything was crumbling.
“There are the two lovebirds,” his mom said with a smile, and we all looked at Krista and Kyle. “I hope you all don’t mind the interruption, but we’d love if you could come out to the living room. We’re going to give a toast in just a few minutes.”
They left, kicking us into motion. Mom glanced at Dad, both of them exchanging silent words, and as everyone walked out, Dad told me to wait. Krista hung back as Dean and Kyle stepped out, guided by Mom.
“Skylar,” he said, no longer holding back. “What in the world is wrong with you? What in the hell are you thinking?”
I shook my head, the knot in my stomach tightening. “Dad, I know this isn’t what you were expecting but—”
“This isn’t even one fraction of an inch close to what I was expecting,” he fumed. “I have never been more disappointed in my entire life in you. Out of every decision you’ve ever made, this one takes the cake. You aren’t even thinking, are you?”
“You just don’t know him,” I said, feeling tears form behind my eyes. “He’s not what you think—”
He held up his hand, silencing me with one look. “I don’t need to know anymore. He’s a college dropout, an artist,” he said it like it was a joke, “and he clearly doesn’t care to get a real job anytime soon since he’s covered in those tattoos.”
“He has a real job,” I tried to explain, fumbling over that he had a gallery show, that he actually made money doing art, that he was so incredibly talented, but I couldn’t get any of it out.
“I don’t want to hear it,” he said, cutting me off as I tried to make my words make sense. “And I don’t need to hear it. I am so tired of this, Skylar. I thought you were mature enough to make the right choices, but it’s clear that you’re just going through silly phases.”
I shook my head, covering my face with my hands.
“Dad,” Krista interjected. “I know this is a lot. You and Skylar should probably cool off before discussing this in depth. What if we all just get through my wedding, and then we can figure this out—”
“If you think for one second that I’m going to let someone like that even be near the wedding I’m paying for, in front of all these people who know us, with my daughter, you’re being more irrational than your sister, Krista,” he snapped, making her fall silent.
“Dad, please,” I said. “You just need to get to know him—”
“There’s no way you even know him, Skylar. You’re being so reckless. How long have you even been with this guy?”
I took a deep breath, thinking total honesty could help.
“I’ve been with him for almost a year,” I said, sniffling, trying to stop my forming tears.
“Almost a year?” he exploded. “You mean to tell me that for twenty-six family dinners, you’ve sat next to me at our table, and you’ve never mentioned him? Not once? Listen to yourself, Skylar.”
He took a deep breath, calming down to grow serious, his gaze unwavering.
“If you, for a year, didn’t mention him to your own family, you kept him a secret, then you know what that means. You’ve thought about having a relationship with a guy like him, and you’re ashamed. And it’s time that you admit it. You’re ashamed of him. And you proved that point tonight,” he said, shaking his head, so angry, so incredibly disappointed in me.
I was frozen, unable to protest, unable to say anything at all. I covered my face with my hands, just trying to breathe, trying to form the words that he was wrong, trying to build the courage to stand up for Dean, to push past this fear, but I couldn’t.
And I didn’t have time.
Because Mom cleared her throat, and we all turned. And I knew, in an instant, that Dean had heard what my dad had just said, and most importantly, what I hadn’t.
★☽★★☽
We sat in silence for three minutes and 21 seconds. Then Dean took a deep breath, turned on his car, gripping his steering wheel two percent harder than necessary, and pulled away from Kyle’s parents’ driveway.
“Dean—”
“An art dealer?” he said tensely.
“You don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head.
“Oh, believe me,” he said, scoffing. “I definitely understand. I’ve got the message, loud and clear.”
I shook my head, but he wouldn’t look at me.
“If all you wanted was a football-loving, meat-eating business bro, why did you invite me to this party?” he asked after a moment.
“I never said I wanted those things,” I said, trying to get him to understand. “You know my parents want something very specific for me, and I thought you got that.”
“And what about you?” he snapped. “What do you want, Skylar? Because you certainly weren’t going to say it then, there, in front of your dad, were you? You can barely say it to me without hiding behind some sort of double-meaning, some sort of contract, amendments, whatever.”
“That’s not true,” I said, reaching out to take his hand, but he jerked it away from me, making me feel a sharp pain of rejection, something he’d never made me feel before.
“I can handle your parents not liking me,” he said, his voice growing angrier. “I get that people like that aren’t going to like me within seconds of meeting me. What I can’t get over is how you made me feel in there. Not your dad, not your mom, but you. You made me second-guess every single part of myself. You made me feel ashamed for being who I am, that I’m somehow not good enough for you? That I don’t deserve a girl like you?”
“I never said that,” I said, growing more and more frustrated that I couldn’t get a word in with anyone. No one was listening, and he, the person who listened to me best, refused to hear me. “Couldn’t you have played along just a little? I tried to help you out. I wanted my parents to know you for who you are. But you kept bringing up all the things you had to have known they wouldn’t have liked. I tried to set you up for success.”
He laughed at the idea. “Oh my god, are you serious? You didn’t do anything to help me out in there. You were supposed to be on my team, and you lied every chance you got when someone asked a question about me. An art dealer, Skylar? What the hell?”
I groaned, wishing he would just listen.
“I never said you were an art dealer, okay? I told Krista you were an independent contractor because she’d already asked a bunch of other questions I didn’t know how to answer when I first told her about you, and then my mom just assumed when I said you worked in the art business—”
“So you never could have just said ‘he’s an artist’?” he interrupted. “It’s a pretty simple fact for people to understand. But that’s the problem, isn’t it? All the things you said I kept bringing up tonight, the things I had to have known they wouldn’t like, those are just facts about me. Just little bullet points that you can include in your stupid date notebook, all in the cons column.”
I stared at him, my mouth dropping open. “What? Why are you bringing up my date notebook? That is not relevant. That’s not what we’re talking about.”
“But aren’t we?” he said, stopping at a red light, facing me, his expression frustrated. “Because you told me you keep a pro and con list on every guy because dating is just a big math problem and that you’re looking for perfection. That what you want and perfection is the same damn thing. So tell me, Skylar, where the hell do I fit in the equation?”
“You know that’s not how I feel,” I said, my voice rising. “You know I like you.”
He shook his head, facing the road, clenching his jaw, not responding.
I groaned. “You know this isn’t easy for me, Dean. Have you ever considered that this isn’t as easy for me as it is for you? That I don’t have this chill and carefree lifestyle where I don’t have to think about others? My whole life is built around doing what other people—”
“Don’t,” he cut me off. “Don’t even try to tell me that I don’t understand what it’s like to care for another person. Because while you’re bickering with your dad over place settings, I’m moving mine into assisted living, and he doesn’t even know who the hell I am while I do it. So I’m sorry if I don’t really give a shit if people care that I have tattoos or not.”
“I didn’t say that!” I shouted, feeling like I’d been slapped. “I never said that. You keep putting words in my mouth. You don’t get to make me into a villain,” I said as he turned into my apartment parking lot. “Why can’t you understand that I was trying to help you? I just needed my parents to like you—”
“And then what? I get an invite to this stupid wedding?” he said, turning off his car and facing me again.
“What?” I said, shaking my head at the conversation whiplash.
“You were never going to invite me to your sister’s wedding,” he said, running his hand through his hair and shaking his head. “You were never going to believe that I was good enough to be there, be your date, in front of everyone.”
“That’s not true,” I said, covering my face with my hands. “You know that’s not true. You know me, Dean. I go out with you in public all the time. I haven’t thought about Rule 3 or Rule 8 in months.”
“No, apparently I only know one version of you, and whoever the hell that was in that kitchen, that wasn’t her.”
“Oh my god, I tried,” I shouted. “I just needed more time.”
He rolled his eyes, not believing me, and got out of his car. I sat there, not ready to leave, needing just a little more time to explain. He opened my door, waiting for me to get out.
“Dean, you’re refusing to listen to me,” I said as he stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest. “If you would just let me try to figure out a way to make this right—”
“God, I’ve been so stupid,” he said, glancing at me and shaking his head. “You were just supposed to be a fling. And you kept pulling me under, you kept showing up with your stupid little skirts and your witty retorts and your ever-present accounting textbook—”
“You can’t do that,” I said, my voice rising again as I got out of the car. “You can’t blame this all on me. We both made up all those stupid amendments, breaking every rule we laid out. We both knew what we were doing, and we did it anyway.”
“Well, now I don’t know what we’re doing,” he said, slamming my door and stepping back to walk to his driver’s seat. “I’m not an angry person, and I’m so mad right now. I just need time to chill out.”
“Dean,” I called after him, trying to grab his hand, but he pulled away again, tears already forming in my eyes, but he didn’t notice because he wouldn’t look at me. “Wait.”
He turned, taking a deep breath. “No, Skylar. I’m tired of waiting. I’m tired of overthinking this.”
As he drove away, I felt my breath being knocked out of me, doubling over as I burst into tears, pressing my palm against my chest, my necklace cold against my skin, the sky above me, no moon, no stars, nothing but darkness.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
I’d been in exactly 67 pageants in my life, well over enough to expertly know how to turn on my best, brightest smile, to pretend I didn’t feel like my world was crashing down around me, to look happy, to be perfect.
But this time, I wasn’t convinced by the girl in my reflection.
I studied my professionally done makeup, perfectly curled hair, brushing just so over my bare shoulders, hesitating, my breath caught in my throat, my hands pressed against the bodice of my dress. I remembered the exact moment when Dean had stood behind me, his hands on my skin, lightly rubbing my shoulder with his tatted thumb, his other hand on my waist, holding me close. I closed my eyes, almost able to feel it, the memory so clear. How I’d never wanted to lose that visual of us together.
“Need some help?”
I blinked at Lindy, her words jerking me out of my memories.
“I can’t zip my dress by myself,” I said quietly, a wave of sadness hitting me in the gut. “Do you mind?”
She handed me her bouquet and zipped my dress up effortlessly in an instant, not lingering.
“You look beautiful, Skylar,” she said, smiling at me.
“Thanks, Lindy. You do, too,” I said, turning away from my reflection, putting on my best smile. We stood next to each other, waiting for Krista to step out from behind the changing partition in the bridal suite.
“You look absolutely gorgeous, sweetheart,” Mom said to her after we all gasped and fawned over how radiant she looked in her wedding dress. Mom hugged her, the camera clicking around us, capturing this perfect moment, and I smiled.
“I thought I’d be really nervous,” Krista said softly, looking at herself in the mirror, unable to believe she was finally the bride in her dreams. “But I’m so ready,” she said, turning to beam at us and her bridal party. I smiled again, the camera capturing this moment, too.
Mom turned to me, gently placing her hand on my wrist and instinctively adjusting a curl of my hair. When the camera stopped clicking, I stopped smiling, stepping away from her.
“Hon,” she said, but I pretended not to hear her, glancing at my reflection again, trying to shake the heavy sadness behind my eyes.
Krista stood next to me, and I smiled, not wanting to ruin a single moment of her big day. “You look beautiful, sis,” I said, putting my arm around her. “I’m so happy for you.”
“Thank you for all your help this week,” she said quietly. “I know it hasn’t been easy.”
I shook my head, cutting her off, not wanting the reminder of the past seven days.
It had been wedding chaos, and during the final arrangements, run-throughs, and rehearsals, I’d been able to get through it all with a smile, trying my hardest to pretend it didn’t bother me that I hadn’t heard from Dean since our fight. I’d worked up the nerve to call him once, right after the rehearsal dinner where I sat between my parents, refusing to talk to them, but he hadn’t answered. I couldn’t shake the thought that maybe he would never ever answer again. That when he’d said he was tired, he’d really meant he was done.
“There’s never been a chance I wouldn’t be there for you,” I said to Krista, hugging her hard as the camera flashed again. “Now can we please go get you married?”
I glanced at my bare wrist, knowing the time without my watch because we’d practiced this part so much it was second nature.
Krista took a deep breath, breaking out into a smile, and nodded. As our mom stepped out, leading the way for the rest of the bridal party, Krista and I hung back.
“This is what you’ve always wanted,” I said quietly, glancing down at the ring in my hand, the one she’d give her future husband in less than 20 minutes.
“No, Kyle is what I’ve always wanted. This day just marks the beginning,” she said with a laugh.
I nodded, laughing with her, brushing away an errant tear, double-checking that I hadn’t messed up my makeup. There was a light knock on the door, and our dad smiled at us.
“My beautiful daughter,” he said, taking Krista in his arms. I stepped back, letting them have their moment. “Are you ready? It’s almost time.”
She nodded, glancing over her shoulder at me.
“Just one second, Dad,” she said, quickly walking over to her bag and pulling something out. “Skylar, can you help me?”
“Of course,” I said, immediately rushing to her side. “What’s wrong? What do you need?”
She laughed at my concern. “Okay, so I have something old.”
“Mom’s veil,” I said, reaching out to smooth its beaded edge so it fell perfectly over her shoulders.
“And something new,” she said, and we both gestured to her one-of-a-kind dress.
“And you have something blue. The soles of your shoes. It took forever for those to come in. I called the place no less than fourteen times,” I said with a laugh.
“But I don’t have something borrowed just yet,” she said, handing me a small silk bag.
I looked at her, confused, and opened it. Two matching delicate gold bracelets fell out onto my palm. I held one up, reading the engraving on the small bar pendant. “Best friends,” I said, reading the other, “Forever.”
Krista smiled at me. “I know that it’s tradition you always wear the ‘forever,’ and I always take ‘best friends.’ But maybe just this once, I could borrow ‘forever’?”
I nodded, overwhelmed with love for my sister, holding my hands steady as I helped her clasp the bracelet, her doing the same for me.
“Okay,” she said, stepping back, laughing so she wouldn’t cry. “Now I’m ready. Let’s go, lil sis.”
The hard part was over. They were married, not waiting one second to kiss when the minister pronounced them husband and wife, everyone cheering. Mom cried through the whole ceremony, pulled herself together for the photos, and cried all over again during the first dance. I smiled through it all, through the cocktail hour and dinner, so happy for Krista.
It wasn’t until I sat alone at my table — my palm pressed against my necklace, watching everyone dance together, so happy to be with their match — that I allowed the wave of sadness to hit me.
As “My Girl” finished playing, the deejay asked everyone to return to their seats, announcing it was time for the speeches.
My stomach dropped, and I immediately felt my hands start to shake. The hard part for Krista might have been over, but the worst was yet to come for me. As Kyle’s best man gave his speech, I took a deep breath, trying hard to remember what I’d written and rewritten and practiced a thousand times over the past month.
Krista beamed at me when the microphone was passed to me. Months ago, when she’d tentatively asked if I would be fine giving a speech in front of all these people, I’d promised her that I’d be okay. That I wouldn’t let her down, no matter how much I wanted to run away, no matter how hard my chest tightened, regardless of the deafening sound of my pulse in my ears.
I stood, almost tripping on my heels, taking a moment to breathe and right myself.
“Um, hi, everyone,” I said, gripping the microphone too hard, my palms growing warm. “I’m Krista’s little sister, Skylar, and I know that I’m supposed to stand here and share some sort of embarrassing story about her, but the thing is, she doesn’t have any. Because my whole life,” I said, glancing at an already-smiling Krista, “she’s been perfect. And I’ve been so lucky to have her as a big sister. She’s always been the one I’ve gone to for advice, to share secrets, this inseparable bond always pulling us together, no matter how far we may roam. And, um…” I said, totally blanking on the next line as a literal spotlight shined on me.
I was suddenly aware of all eyes on me, and my panic overpowered the part of my brain that formed words.
“Um, so, I want to talk about,” I paused, taking a deep breath, having absolutely no clue what I’d planned to say.
I glanced at Krista who was still smiling, and my parents who were watching me from the table right in front. I looked around the room, wishing, hoping, there was some way Dean would be here, like magic, but he wasn’t. And I knew he wouldn’t be. I scrambled, wracking my brain, trying to remember what my speech was.
“So what do you think?” I’d asked him three weeks ago after I’d practiced my speech next to him in bed. “Is it totally lame?”
He’d shook his head, lifting up on his elbow so he could look at me. “It’s not lame. It’s great,” he’d said, dropping a kiss on my cheek.
“Yeah, but does it make you want to cry? Is it the best speech you’ve ever heard?”
He’d laughed, and I’d shifted so my head was resting on his chest, his arms around me. “I don’t know, Skye. How does it make you feel? Do you want to cry?”
“No, but that’s not the point. I just want other people to like it.”
“Well, in that case, I think it’s perfect,” he’d said, shifting so we were facing each other.
I’d looked at him, waiting for him to continue. He’d rolled his eyes and grinned at my newfound listening skills.
“It’s a great speech. It really is. It hits all of the right notes. Sentimental, a dash of humor, a strong finish. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with it. I just think…” he’d hesitated, deciding if he wanted to say what he was thinking, knowing he could be honest with me, “…I think it could be more real, you know? It sounds like anyone could give that speech, and it would fit. I’m not sure I believe it’s coming from here,” he’d said, reaching out, gently placing his hand on my chest, over my heart.
Now, standing in a spotlight, I pressed my hand over my chest, finding the necklace I hadn’t taken off since my birthday, fumbling to grab the moon.
“I want to talk about,” I repeated, whatever I’d written gone forever, “Love.”
I took another breath.
“Right, yes, I want to talk about love. Um, my sister has been in love with Kyle for four years, and I’ve always wanted something like that,” I said, glancing at her again, trying to smile. “The moment she met him, she knew. An instant connection. She knew that she’d found the someone she’d been waiting for. The absolute right person for her,” I said, not able to plan any of the words I was saying in advance, them just tumbling out.
“And you know, for a while, I was jealous. Not because Kyle became the person who knew my sister best out of everyone in her world. But because I was jealous of something so powerful, that love. Kyle and Krista have this incredible, almost too-much-to-explain kind of love. I mean, at first glance, you know they love each other, you know? The way they look at each other, everything else just falling away, and it’s just them, together. But it’s not always about what you see in a glance either,” I said, looking over at my parents. “It’s about the series of magical moments. Magical moments that you two both create, that you get to remember forever.”
I took another deep breath.
“Love is that feeling you carry inside yourself, almost like a little secret, that kind of feeling where you aren’t sure if your heart is pounding so hard because of their smile or their stupid jokes or how they make you feel when they look at you,” I said, my voice growing stronger. “Or because you know, in an instant, if they walked away, your heart would burst. And it would never be the same because your heart isn’t meant for everyone. It’s meant for that one person, that one person who knows you best, who lets you be who you want to be, no questions asked. They know all the little details about who you are, and they love you because of those details, those facts, not despite them. They inspire you. They make you want to be better, not because you need to be better, but because who you are with them is the best possible version of yourself. And that person is always there for you, no matter if it’s 3:14 a.m. or 7:26 p.m., under the stars or the sunshine, that person who will always catch you when you fall,” I said, looking at Krista, blinking back the tears that made everything blurry against the bright light on me. She smiled, nodding, delicately wiping away her own tears.
I looked back at my parents, right at Dad, taking a deep breath.
“And that’s love. And you don’t have to explain it anyone,” I said, pressing my palm over my chest again, my heart racing. “And it doesn’t matter if no one else gets it or feels it. Because you can.”
I took a shaky breath.
“So, here’s to Krista and Kyle, to being perfect, to love—” I said, raising my glass, unable to choke out another word, unable to stop the tears from falling. I was finished, out of breath, out of words.
Dad stood. “Cheers,” he said, smiling faintly at me as he lifted his glass. Everyone followed his lead, clinking glasses and clapping.
The spotlight shifted off of me, and I sat down hard in my seat, unable to stand any longer, the tears coming out even harder. Everyone focused on Krista and Kyle who kissed, laughing, as everyone clinked their spoons against their glasses.
Recovering, I stood as everyone shifted to watch them cut the cake. I grabbed my purse and slipped out to the ballroom’s hallway, trying to remember exactly where the bathroom was so I could fix my makeup and smooth my hair.
“Skylar.”
I turned, seeing my dad, the heavy door closing behind him, all the cheering, music, and happiness instantly silenced, leaving just us.
“Dad, I can’t talk right now,” I said, stepping back, not wanting to do this here right now. Even though all the wedding activities were over, just a night of dancing left, I wanted to stay calm in case Krista needed me.
“You can’t be this upset with me,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t understand—”
“Yes, I do, Dad. I get it, okay? You want what you think is best for me. And you refuse to let me believe I have any choice in that, right?”
He looked stunned at what I’d just said. I was, too.
Then he exhaled, somewhere between exasperation and annoyance. “We’re at your sister’s wedding, the only one she’s ever going to have, and I’m not going to let the whole night go by with only one of my daughters speaking to me.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, scowling, not wanting to hear the rest. “I don’t care what you want, Dad. This night isn’t about you. It’s Krista’s night, and she’s really happy.”
He rubbed his forehead. “Skylar, that is all I want. I want my daughters to be happy. I want what’s best for you—”
“As long as what’s best is handpicked by you or Mom.”
He sighed heavily, putting his hands in his suit jacket. I looked at him in silence. After he didn’t speak, I stepped back, my tears long dried now.
“I’m not going to fight with you in the middle of the hallway outside Krista’s reception. That’s irrational. And I know I can’t change your mind once it’s made up. So, I don’t know where we go from here,” I said with a shrug, walking to the door. “If you want to know about Dean, I’m ready to tell you all about him. I won’t hold anything back. No more lies. But like I said, I’m not going to fight with you. So you decide what you want.”
He stared at me, not recognizing the person I was being. I barely did either, but I preferred this version much more than the meek person I’d been before.
“Wait,” he said, his tone serious, demanding, knocking my confidence down a peg. I dropped my hand from the ballroom door handle, holding my breath. “Listen to me, Skylar, I can get past the appearance,” he said, sighing again, his anger deflating. “Hell, your mom has a butterfly tattoo on her shoulder blade that she got senior year when we had too much fun at the beach during Spring Break.”
My mouth dropped open. That explained why she refused to wear sleeveless dresses, calling them tasteless or out of fashion.
“I get that in this day and age, things are different. Even our server at your birthday, at the nicest restaurant in town, had a tattoo on his wrist. And I tipped him twenty-five percent.”
I rolled my eyes, grateful Mom wasn’t here to tell me I was rude.
“But all those tattoos, that means something more than just a mark, sweetheart. I’m sure he has his reasons for why he chose to get so many. But to me, all they mean is that he’ll never wear a suit, never sit in an office, run a meeting. Do you think he’ll get how important it is when you have to work late at the end of each quarter? How you’ll have to put work first to keep getting promotions? You can’t slack off, you have to have a strong work ethic, and I don’t think he’ll understand that. You need someone who can be supportive of that sort of lifestyle. He’ll never understand your world.”
I shook my head, so completely over the assumptions.
“Dean works late every single night,” I said, so frustrated I hadn’t just said this all from the beginning. “He has two jobs on top of an upcoming gallery show. And yeah, you’re going to hate that one of those jobs is that he’s a barista. But you know, it’s because he knows he needs a steady income, something he can count on, while he does what he loves, which is painting. He’s not being irrational, he’s being responsible. And most importantly, when I told him about my job offer, he didn’t make me second-guess it. You know what he did?”
Dad looked at me, shaking his head slightly, shocked by this.
“He was so overwhelmingly excited for me. He swept me off my feet and said we had to celebrate, that we could do anything I wanted. And then he immediately asked me how happy my parents were,” I said, feeling a wave of sadness hit me at the memory. “And I admitted to him that I was nervous to tell you. Because you wouldn’t be happy for me like that. And that’s the thing he didn’t understand. That’s the part of my world he’ll never understand. You.”
“Sky—”
“No, let me finish,” I said, annoyed I never seemed able to get a word in. “He’s the one who was there when I practiced all my job interviews. He’s the one who I practice my economic presentations with. The one I go to for advice on my midterms or my schedule, the one who listens to all my stories about my internship and classes. He’s the one who’s been there, behind the scenes, with me the whole way, never once holding me back or doubting my ability.”
Dad sighed, a long and slow sigh, exhausted.
“Do you remember when you were so little, you fell and had to get stitches?”
“Of course I do. What does that have to do with this now?”
“That was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. There is no greater fear in a parent’s world than their child getting hurt. And sweetie, you were always such a rambunctious kid, too. Krista would listen to every direction I gave her perfectly, never question any of my rules. But you,” he said, shaking his head, kind of smiling at me. “You were such a rule breaker. I’ve always had to be harder on you, keep a closer eye on you or else you’d do something exactly like that, run too fast, not looking where you were going, crashing. And you were so mad at me, telling me it was all my fault that you fell. You wouldn’t stop yelling at me the whole way, in the doctor’s office, the whole time you blamed me.”
I shook my head, not remembering it that way. I had been crying, not making any sense when I’d been shouting, I was sure, trying to recall the exact moment, parts of it faded now.
“You were so little, and you were so hurt. You were my baby girl. You still are,” he said, his voice quiet, nothing at all like the angry tone he’d been using. “I just want what’s best for you. Always. And that means making sure you stay on track, that you stay on the path in front of you, staying focused.”
“No, it doesn’t,” I said, feeling so calm, so clear, so confident in this moment. “It means letting me feel the freedom I’m creating for myself and helping me if I fall. But I won’t always fall, Dad. You just have to trust me.”
He startled me by hugging me. I stumbled slightly, making him squeeze me tighter. “I love you, Skylar, you know that. No matter how hard I am on you, it’s because of that fact, okay?”
I nodded, hugging him, pulling away as I felt fresh tears forming in my eyes. “Dad, what do you always say when we’re getting too emotional and we need to solve a problem?”
He kind of laughed. “We need to step back and think about it like a math problem.”
He took a breath, and I saw him softening, becoming less of the protective strict dad I knew so well and more of someone I could actually talk to.
“Okay, Skylar, how about this proposal. You’re in a Corporate Finance class right now, so I’m sure you’ve started covering all sorts of conditional statements. So let’s make our own little one here. If you can promise me that you’ll be honest with me from now on, no more sneaking around or secrets, if you can promise me that you’re not going to suddenly want to be a photography major,” he said, giving me a look that made me laugh, “if you can promise me that you won’t miss any family dinners, not a single one, no matter how much you want to see this boy, if you can promise me that you won’t show up with a tattoo, not even a butterfly, if you can promise me that your grades won’t slip by a percent and that you’re going to take the job you were offered after graduation, and if the next time I ask this Dean guy a question, you let him answer, not you,” he said, pausing, looking right at me. I nodded, listening, waiting. “Then I guess I can give this guy you say is so special another chance. Deal?”
I bit my lip, trying to stop myself from smiling.
“Can I negotiate?”
“No, Skylar, this isn’t a contract. Take it or leave it.”
I laughed, throwing my head back and covering my mouth with my hand, unable to contain my excitement, nodding.
“Okay, I take it. I promise, Dad,” I said, hugging him again.
He patted my back and ruffled my hair, rolling his eyes at how emotional I was being.
“Come on, let’s get some cake before your mother catches me and tells me that I’m supposed to be cutting back.”
“Isn’t that technically sneaking around?”
“We can have just this one little secret,” he said with a smile, opening the door, the upbeat music pouring outside, everyone dancing to “Build Me Up Buttercup,” so happy together inside.
“Um, actually,” I said, taking a step back, suddenly knowing exactly what I needed to do.
What I wanted to do.
“Can you tell Krista that if she needs me, I’m only seventeen minutes away?”
Dad looked at me, confused. “What do you mean?”
“I need to go fix something,” I said, taking another step back. “One more math problem I’ve made a total mess of.”
Dad looked right at me, sighing lightly, and nodded. “Don’t run too fast, sweetie,” he said with a faint smile, letting me go.
★☽★★☽
“Shit,” I said, flinging open the door and looking around.
There were exactly 18 people in the coffee shop and not a single one was Dean. I took a deep breath, acutely aware of everyone looking at me. In heels, a full-face of makeup, hair styled way too perfectly, and a blush sweetheart gown, a girl like me didn’t belong in here.
“Hey, Skylar, right?” Roe said, giving me a slightly weird look because of my appearance as I walked up to the counter. “Are you looking for some coffee?”
“Skye,” I corrected him. “Um, where is Dean?”
I had been positive he’d be here since he now worked every other Saturday so he could take off Mondays to spend the day with his dad. It was something he’d asked me about before he did it, wanting to ensure I was on board with the switch, making some joke with that teasing smirk of his about how I made him think about planning ahead now.
Roe sat down the cup he’d picked up to write my order on. “Oh, he’s in the back doing inventory. He’s the only one of us that doesn’t totally screw up the numbers.”
I laughed, shaking my head. Of course he was.
“Well, uh, could I maybe go back there…” I hesitated, turning around to look at all the people in jeans and t-shirts or sweatshirts, all 36 eyes on me in this stupid dress. “Actually, can you ask him to come out here? Um, and just don’t tell him that it’s me, okay? Just tell him one of his regulars is asking for him.”
Roe looked at me, slightly confused, but nodded, stepping away from the register. I took several deep breaths, counting the seconds. Five. Ten. Fifteen. I looked around, wondering if I’d gotten this all wrong, that he wasn’t going to come out.
Seventeen.
That he knew it was me.
Eighteen.
That he didn’t want anything to do with me.
Roe walked back out alone. I took a deep breath, realizing my hands were shaking, closing my eyes.
He wasn’t going to come out.
This was over.
I took a shaky breath, trying to calm down so I could at least walk out without tears streaming down my face in front of all these people.
“What are you doing here?”
I opened my eyes, seeing Dean standing there, just barely out of the door where he must have stopped in his tracks, completely surprised.
“Dean,” I said, exhaling. “We have to talk.”
“I’m at work,” he said, his tone slightly cold. “And you don’t exactly look like you’re staying for coffee. So why don’t we do this later,” he said, placing his hand on the door.
I winced, realizing he wasn’t going to make this easy on me. No little jokes to bail me out.
“No,” I said, my voice louder. I felt several eyes on me. I shifted, my skin already feeling like it was on fire. “I can’t wait any longer, Dean. I’m tired of waiting, too, just like you said.”
He looked at me. Unlike the last time he saw me in this dress, I could easily read his expression now. He was not amused.
“I’m not doing this here,” he said, his voice calm and low. “There are like twenty people in here staring at us.”
He pushed open the door behind him, turning to walk away when I blurted out, “Three hundred sixty-three.”
He turned back.
“Are you seriously trying to correct me on that?”
I shook my head, feeling every single gaze in the shop on me.
“That’s how many days we’ve been doing … whatever we’ve been doing,” I said, gesturing between the large space between us since I was somehow standing in the exact middle of the shop. “Kissing, sex, dates, boyfriend girlfriend, our relationship. Three hundred sixty-three days. I’ve been counting.”
He crossed his arms over his chest, not responding.
“Because no matter how much it frustrates you, and no matter how much I’ve changed over those three hundred sixty-three days, I still think dating is like a big math problem.”
He rolled his eyes.
Someone behind me shifted in their seat, and someone else whispered to their friend. There was no turning back now. The spotlight was totally and completely on me.
“Constants and variables, you know? And three hundred sixty-five days ago, you said that I was the only consistent thing in the equation. But you were wrong.”
He scoffed. “So you are here to correct me.”
“No, I’m here to tell you that I’m not the constant. I’m the variable, and I never accounted for that during this whole thing. The girl that kissed you then isn’t the same girl now. And that’s because of you, Dean, and all your cons.”
“My cons,” he repeated evenly.
I nodded. “Yeah, I’m here to tell you that I’ve been focused so long on getting all of this data. The pros and cons lists, the date notebook, all those things so I could find the perfect guy, the one with no cons. All those other guys I’ve been on dates with, they were supposed to be the perfect ones. But every guy I’ve ever met, no matter how many pros they think they have and no matter how many pros my parents might see, they all have one major con.”
He looked at me, waiting.
“They aren’t you, Dean,” I said, choking on my words, hurriedly wiping away a tear, a streak of mascara coming off on my finger. “And somewhere along the way, I started to fall for all your cons instead. So I’m the variable. Because I like the way you dress because that means you’re an artist, and you don’t give a shit about what everyone else thinks. And I like that you have tattoos, and I want to know each and every story behind all twenty-three of them. I like that you don’t know a single thing about accounting, but you’ve always encouraged me to be the best at it, and you’ll listen to me talk about 1120s all night. I like that you live in a place without heat because that means you have an art studio. I like that you’re a barista because you’re a responsible hard worker, and I really think you could own your own shop one day, and I want to be the person you tell those sort of dreams to. I like that you don’t have traditions because maybe we could make our own together. I like that you’re a painter because you aren’t afraid to do what you love, and I love seeing your work, and I want to be the person you share your dad’s memories with and your memories with, too. And, Dean, I like that you never know what time it is, because it doesn’t matter, because you’re always there, no matter what, when someone needs you. And so, yeah, to me perfection and what I want is the same thing. The thing I got wrong, though, is that all those cons, somehow in a math problem I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to figure out, makes you perfect. And so it’s you. I want you.”
I exhaled, knowing for a fact that my makeup was totally ruined.
Dean looked at me, and I couldn’t read his expression.
So I took another deep breath and looked around the shop once more, having no idea if I’d ever come back here again, never wanting to sit at my usual table if he wasn’t sitting across from me, having no idea what the future held, or, really, what my plan was if he said no or nothing at all.
I looked right at him, everything else fading to the background.
I decided it was time.
“And all I want to do is lose track of time with you,” I said as he stepped forward, coming from behind the counter, my heart bursting in my chest. “Because a girl like me is in love with a guy like you, Dean. Totally and completely in love with you. Just you, only you.”
He didn’t wait for me to say anything else. He didn’t wait for the people in the shop to react to what I said, everyone suddenly bursting into cheers and claps, making me blush. He didn’t wait for me to catch my breath. He didn’t wait one split second to take me into his arms, kissing me right there, in front of everyone, a kiss that felt like he knew me, a kiss that said he loved me, too.
And then he said it, just for good measure.
Just for clarification purposes.
“I love you, Skye. Skylar. Skye. Whoever you want to be, princess,” he said, kissing me again as we broke into smiles.
We pulled away after a moment, becoming slightly aware that we were in the middle of the coffee shop. Dean laughed at my blushing face and glanced over his shoulder at Roe.
“Uh, hey, I’m going to … go. Is that cool?”
Roe nodded, slightly shocked by what had just occurred. We walked out of the coffee shop hand in hand, laughing, completely overwhelmed by what had just happened, our breath coming out in white streams. The October night was chilly, just like it had been almost a year ago, feeling almost the exact same, except everything was so different.
Dean looked at me, and I looked at him.
“So what’s the plan?”
I looked up at the sky, the stars so incredibly bright, and back at Dean, looking him up and down. He was wearing a black button-up, rolled at the sleeves, and fitted cuffed black jeans, his brown boots, gunmetal rings, black studs, silver hoops.
“I have an idea,” I said with a smile. “We’d be breaking Rule 1, 3, 4, 7, 8, and probably 5 later … but do you feel like going to a wedding? There’s probably time for one more dance.”
He laughed, his rich brown eyes sparkling. “I’m in. But before, let’s add another rule. One last rule, and then we never talk about our contract again.”
I nodded.
“Rule 10,” he said, wrapping his arms around me. “You and me, we love each other, forever and always, and all other rules and amendments are null and void. Deal?”
I smiled, holding him tight. “Deal.”
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