


Revival

Content Warning

Playlist

Revive

I. Summer

1.
2.

IL

111

Desiree
Desiree
Fall
Elijah

. Desiree
. Elijah

. Desiree
. Elijah

. Desiree
. Elijah

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah
Desiree
Elijah

Winter

CONTENTS



27. Elijah
28. Desiree
29. Elijah
30. Desiree
31. Elijah
32. Desiree
33. Elijah
34. Desiree
35. Elijah
36. Desiree
37. Elijah
38. Desiree
39. Elijah
IV. Spring
40. Desiree
V. Summer
41. Elijah
42. Desiree
43. Elijah
44. Desiree
Epilogue
NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Acknowledgments

About the Author




redy Wﬂ'&

DANIELLE SARAH



REVIVAL
DANIELLE SARAH

This book is a work of fiction. All characters, incidents, and dialogue were created
from the author’s imagination. Nothing in this story should be constructed as real.
Any similarities between persons living or dead are entirely accidental.

COPYRIGHT © DANIELLE SARAH JOSEPH

All rights reserved. This book and its content are protected by Canadian copyright
law. Except as otherwise provided for under Canadian copyright law, this book and
its content may not be copied, published, distributed, downloaded or otherwise
stored in a retrieval system, transmitted or converted, in any form or by any means,
electronic or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright
owner.

Editing by Jennifer Innamorati
Proofreading by Britt Tayler
Cover Design and formatting by Melissa at To.All.The.Books.I.Love



CONTENT WARNING

Discussion of parental abandonment, drug use/overdose,
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explicit content.



PLAYLIST
Tennis Court - Lorde
King for a Day - Pierce the Veil (feat. Kellin Quinn)
American Psycho - Marshmello, Mae Muller & Trippie Redd
Today I Saw the Whole World - Pierce the Veil
So It Goes... - Taylor Swift
Don’t Wait Up - Silverstein
Delicate - Taylor Swift
Stay - Emarosa
sex - EDEN
Boyfriend - Ariana Grande & Social House
Dress - Taylor Swift
The Only Exception - Paramore
Love Like This - ZAYN
It’s You - Ali Gatie
how many things - Sabrina Carpenter
The Diary of Jane - Breaking Benjamin
Naked - James Arthur
When You’re Gone - Shawn Mendes
Just Pretend - Bad Omens
Cross My Heart - Marianas Trench
For Her - Xavier Mayne, ELIO & Chase Atlantic
[ Wanna Be Yours - Arctic Monkeys
3:15 (Breathe) - Russ
That Something - With Confidence
LISTEN ON SPOTIFY:
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AND APPLE MUSIC:




To those whose dreams feel out of reach, you can do it.

And to my mama, thank you for always encouraging me and
giving me my love for books. But you should probably put this
down.



REVIVE

To return to consciousness or life: become active or
flourishing again



Grimamer

“And in that moment, [ swear we were infinite.” - Stephen
Chbosky, The Perks of Being a Wallflower
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¢ ‘I present to you this year’s Maple Garden graduating
class!”

Caps fly into the air as all of my classmates let out whoops
and sounds of joy. My best friend, Stella, pulls me in close for
a hug, a huge smile etched on her face.

“We’re out of here,” she whispers to me.

“Finally!” The excitement has my heart racing. I can’t wait
to run out of this gymnasium. I’ve spent four years at Maple
Garden High with only Stella to keep me sane, and I’'m ready
to be free.

For as long as I can remember, | have been anticipating
this day. The moment I could finally leave Stars Valley and be
out on my own. My life here has been fine, but small-towns
can be stifling at the best of times. Not to mention they lack
the excitement that I crave.

It feels like living in a fishbowl. I can see the outside
world, but I can’t escape. That is, until now. Now, I can smell
the freedom within my reach, and I’'m desperate to grab hold
of it.

First things first, I have to find my family in this crowd so
we can get the hell out of here. I grab Stella’s hand and we join
the rest of the students walking off the stage. It takes us far too
long to reach the exit of the school gym as we aren’t able to
take more than two steps without someone stopping to
congratulate us on this newest milestone. Not just teachers, but
other parents and members of our community. The town is so
small that pretty much every adult here has known the



members of this graduating class since birth. And they have all
crowded into the space, whether they have a child walking
across the stage or not. This is a Stars Valley affair and, since
everyone knows everyone, this is the event to be at right now.

Mrs. Locklier, our ballet teacher from when we were six, is
next up to stop us.

“Congrats, girls!” she chirps, her face breaking out in a
cheek-splitting grin. Stella and I murmur our thanks as she
continues on. “It feels like just yesterday I was begging you
both to keep your tutus on during dance class. Desiree, do you
remember that time you interrupted the entire production of
Sleeping Beauty to announce to everyone you needed to pee?”
Her shoulders shake with laughter at the memory.

I cringe thinking back on the moment she’s referring to. It
had been an emergency situation, and I blame my mother.
Who gives their child a full-sized Sprite right before a dance
recital? She was practically begging me to have an accident on
stage.

“Absolutely adorable, and now look at you. You have
grown up to be fine young ladies. I expect the two of you will
represent Stars Valley well next year.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Stella and I say in unison, chuckling.

Satisfied with our response, she shifts her attention over
our shoulders. “Oh! Is that Cindy? I let her borrow my
wheelbarrow last week and do you think I’ve gotten it back?”
She rolls her eyes. “Congratulations again, girls.” And then
she’s off toward her new target.

We continue forward to the exit, but I’'m stopped in my
tracks when I catch a glimpse of another familiar face. Liam,
my ex-boyfriend, stands just outside the door with a group of
his friends. None of the others notice me, but his eyes lock
with mine.

I’d foolishly hoped that I would be able to avoid him
today, but in a school this small I should have known better.
My chest grows tight and my breath quickens as both sadness
and anger rush through my body at the sight of his smug



smirk. How did I never see him for who he truly was before?
His gaze shifts to Stella and he scowls before walking away. I
turn just in time to see my friend lowering her middle finger.

“Reflex.” She shrugs when she notices me looking at her. I
grin. I can always count on Stella to have my back.

“Oh! There they are!”

I follow the direction she’s pointing in and, sure enough,
our parents are all together just outside the gym. We make our
way over with huge smiles on our faces.

I see my dad, Floyd, first. His height and shiny, bald head
make him stick out among the crowd. Standing next to him is
my mom, Margaret, dabbing her eyes with a tissue as she
speaks to Stella’s parents. She’s holding a bouquet of pink
dahlias, my favourite flowers, in her other hand.

“Look at our beautiful girls! We are so proud of you both. I
can’t believe you’ve already graduated high school.” The
words tumble out of her mouth at such a rapid rate, I’'m barely
able to keep up. “Where did the time go, Desiree?! I swear |
was just holding you as a baby at the hospital.” Her tears are
fully flowing now. My dad looks at her with so much love in
his eyes, it makes my chest feel tight.

“These are for you, sweetheart,” my dad says as he takes
the flowers out of her hands and gives them to me.

I raise the arrangement to my nose and inhale. “Thank you
so much.”

Meanwhile, my brother, Dominic, looks like he’s trying to
find the nearest exit. Overt displays of affection tend to make
him uncomfortable.

At six foot two, he’s only a tad shorter than my father,
whereas I, at five foot three, definitely got my height from my
mom, but my brother and I share our father’s deep brown eyes.
Dom opens his arms for a hug, and I step into his embrace.

“Congrats, Des.”

Before I can even utter the words “thank you,” he’s
rubbing his knuckles on the top of my head hard, adding,



“Didn’t think you would make it out of Maple Garden for a
second there.”

I roll my eyes and laugh as I push him away.
“I’m not you, idiot, my graduation was never in jeopardy.”
“That’s because you never had a social life.”

I’m about to argue when my father clears his throat,
effectively cutting off my brother. “How about we continue
this at home in front of some good food.”

We all walk toward the parking lot and agree to meet back
at my family’s house to celebrate.

Once we’re on our way, my dad speaks up. “So how do
you feel, Desiree? You’re officially a high school graduate.
Ready to close this chapter and start a new one?”

“I think she’s already regretting her decision,” Dominic
says with a laugh before I’'m even able to respond. “You sure
you don’t want to come to UBC with me and Stella? It’s not
too late. I’'m positive they’ll still be willing to take pity on
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you.

“I am not regretting my decision,” I protest, knowing that
my brother is trying to get a rise out of me. I refuse to give in
to him. I don’t regret my choice, but sometimes I do wonder if
it’s the right one.

Stella will be joining Dominic—who has been attending
the University of British Columbia since he graduated two
years ago—in the fall. It’s the first time we’ll truly be apart
since we met in kindergarten. Whenever I think about it, my
heart starts to race.

I’ve never had many friends. [ wasn’t a loner, exactly, but I
wasn’t popular either, though it never mattered because I
always had Stella. I know everyone in my family expected me
to join her and Dom at UBC. I almost did. T applied to a few
universities around Canada and got into nearly all of them,
with Carleton University being the exception, but that was a
long shot anyway. Where I decided to go did shock my family.
Starting in September, I’ll be attending the University of
Winnipeg. Yeah. Winnipeg.



Safe to say, I’'ll be the only one from my little, rural high
school in Saskatchewan moving to Winnipeg, Manitoba, in the
fall. Regardless of what anyone thinks, I’'m excited. It’ll be
somewhere different, with no family around, unlike Vancouver
where 1 have aunts and uncles all within driving distance of
the UBC campus. I’ll be on my own, getting to experience my
new adult life, no longer under the watchful eye of this
extremely tight-knit community.

As if he can hear my thoughts, Dom playfully smacks my
arm. “There’s no shame in admitting when you’ve made a
mistake.”

“Dominic, leave your sister alone!” Mom chides from the
passenger seat. Dad keeps his eyes on the road, his lips pursed,
trying to contain his laugh.

“She made her decision,” Mom continues, and then, under
her breath, “but I can’t for the life of me understand why she
chose Winnipeg.”

“I heard that, Mom. And yes, I’m sure,” I say, side-eyeing
my brother.

Worst case scenario, I can transfer to UBC for my second
year. I just want to give this a try. Something different, a place
where no one knows me, somewhere I won’t be faced with my
ex at every turn.

Y,

ONCE WE GET to the house, I run out of the van, kick my shoes
off at the door, and head straight to my room. I’ve spent hours
in this dress and, as cute as it is, it has to go. I put on a pair of
light denim jeans and a black crop top that cinches at the front
and turn to look in the mirror, already feeling ten times more
comfortable and like myself. My dark, curly hair spills over
my shoulders and down my back. I reach for a scrunchie and
tie half of it up, needing it out of my face.



I grab my phone, snap a quick mirror picture, and send it
to Stella, letting her know that I’'m ready. She texts me back
almost instantly.

Stella: I'm on my way over, hottie!

I chuckle as I place my phone in my back pocket and head
down the stairs. Mom is still wearing the pink wrap dress she
wore to the ceremony, and is in the kitchen pulling out drinks
and containers of food from the fridge that she prepared this
morning. Her dark brown hair blows with the breeze coming
in from the open window.

I lean over the kitchen island, placing a grape from a fruit
platter into my mouth. “The Wilsons will be here in a few.”

She nods, and then looks at me with tears in her eyes. “I
still can’t believe that my sweet baby is graduating high
school.” Her voice is so soft that it’s almost a whisper. I
wonder if she’s going to start crying again.

“Mom, stop. Please,” 1 respond with a laugh. “I’'m not
moving that far away! It’s an hour’s flight. And I’ll always be
your little girl.” I say that last part more softly because, no
matter how ridiculous I think she’s being at the moment, I
know it’s due to the fact that she’s about to be an empty nester.
She’s spent the last twenty years of her life dedicated to being
the best mom she could be, and she has been. I walk around
the counter and wrap her in a hug, doing my best to swallow
the lump of emotion that has now painfully lodged itself in my
throat. I wonder if it’s possible to be homesick before you’ve
even left home?

She sighs and gives me a firm nod, looking more like she’s
trying to convince herself that everything will be okay. I know
it will be hard for her with my brother and me gone, but she
and Dad will be okay. I’'m sure of it.

Right at that moment, Dad bounds down the stairs. He’s
changed into sweatpants and a plain white tee that stands out
against his dark skin. Mom looks over at him and shakes her
head, a little smirk on her lips.



“Sweatpants? What was wrong with the jeans you were
wearing?” She chuckles.

“I only get to celebrate my daughter graduating high
school once, and I intend to do it in comfort. I’ll have you
know, these are my best sweatpants!” His eyes twinkle while
he laughs. I watch their back-and-forth over what my mother
calls his questionable fashion sense and I realise how much
I’ll miss them come the new school year. My heart squeezes
and I’m fighting back a tear that threatens to spill when I hear
the front door open.

“Des, I’'m here!!! Time for graduation shots!” I laugh at
Stella’s high-pitched voice and feel the knot of sadness in my
chest dissipate. Today is not the day to feel down. I don’t think
my best friend would let me even if I tried.

“Hey, now! I don’t recall either of you turning nineteen,”
Adrian, Stella’s dad, says as he and his wife, Sheryl, walk
from the foyer to the kitchen. The legal drinking age in both
Saskatchewan and British Columbia is nineteen, but eighteen
in Manitoba.

“Oh, come on, Dad! Loosen up, will ya? We’re heading to
university, we’re practically adults,” Stella proclaims.

Adrian lets out a semi-amused grunt. Stella and I both
know he’ll be fine with us having a few drinks to celebrate
tonight. The Wilsons are my extended family for all intents
and purposes. They adopted Stella when she was one year old,
and have been living across the street from us ever since. She
and I grew up and shared almost all of our major milestones
together. Stel is the sister I always wanted.

My mom’s eyes widen when she sees what Adrian is
wearing.

“You too, with the sweatpants?” She chuckles in
exasperation as she looks at Sheryl, who has also remained in
her black dress from the ceremony.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Margaret. He said
something about celebrating comfortably?”” She looks back at
her husband, her expression that of confusion.



Adrian and Dad give each other a high-five and head over
to the living room with a laugh. A few seconds later, we hear
the TV playing what sounds like football. It doesn’t take a
genius to realise this must have been the plan from the start
and where they’ll probably be for the remainder of the
evening.

“Where’s Dom hiding?” Stella asks, attempting to sound
disinterested. I know her like the back of my hand and there’s
absolutely nothing nonchalant about her question. Stella’s
long-standing crush on Dom is well-known by both him and
me. She’s had a thing for him since she sprained her ankle at
twelve and he piggybacked her home. She wouldn’t stop
talking about how he had rescued her. I find it gross. It makes
my skin crawl thinking of the two of them together.

Dom has chosen to ignore it. But what other choice does
he really have? Growing up, we did everything together as a
trio. Stella is practically a third Clarke sibling. As we got older
and Dom began hanging out with “the boys,” the trio
disbanded but he’s always remained friendly with her, treating
her almost like a second sister. I can tell he tries not to
encourage her.

“He’s out back, hun,” my mom responds.

Stella gives me a wicked smile and a wink as she grabs an
orange Crush from the countertop and heads out the sliding
doors to the backyard. I roll my eyes and follow her lead,
grabbing a cream soda as I exit the kitchen.

It’s been an unseasonably hot summer in Stars Valley, but
today, a cool breeze makes being outside bearable. Dom is
lying in the hammock that Dad set up between two trees, his
eyes closed, looking completely at peace. Stella grabs the edge
of it and tilts it so that he almost falls out.

“Can I help you with something?” he asks, tossing her a
playful glare.

We sit on the ground beside the hammock, and I revel in
the feel of the lush grass between my fingers.



“Well, since you’re asking,” Stella says with a teasing
tone, “I was thinking it would be nice if you could show me
around campus when school starts.”

Stella i1s a flirt. Not just with my brother, but with
everyone. It’s who she is, and I wouldn’t change her for
anything. She doesn’t even have to try, she just has this easy
way of chatting with everyone and making them feel like
they’re the most important person in the world to her. There
are times I wish I could be more like her, a little more carefree
and flirty instead of the reserved person I am. Liam—my first
and only boyfriend—and I got together because he approached
me first. I had a crush, but never found the courage to
approach him, despite Stella’s constant encouragement. Three
years later, I’'m left wishing that we had never spoken at all.

But right now, something about the way Stella is talking to
Dominic has me on edge. My fist tightens in the grass and I
resist the urge to pull it out. It feels like something has
changed. I can’t put my finger on what’s going on.

Dominic looks at Stella a beat longer than usual and then
scoffs in his typical you-can’t-faze-me way.

“As if I have a choice. If you get lost on campus, I'll
immediately get a call from my mom.”

“I’11 take that as a yes, then.”
“Yeah,” he says with a smirk. “Take it as a yes.”

Suddenly, I’'m questioning if the two of them attending the
same school i1s going to be a problem. As soon as the thought
enters my mind, I push it out. They would never.

“He won’t be much help,” T interject, laying on the
sarcasm. “Dom barely attends class. He’ll be useful if you
want to know where the football field or the gym is though.”

He looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “At least I had
a major when I started school.”

He’s got me there. I have no idea what I want to study, the
academic counsellor at school encouraged me to choose
something I felt passionate about. Unfortunately for me, I have
no idea what that is. Whenever I try to make a decision, I feel



warm and my skin begins to itch. This is one of the biggest
decisions of my life thus far, what if I choose the wrong major
and end up with a completely useless degree? Worse yet, what
happens if I never find my passion? Dominic knew he wanted
to go into education, and Stella has her heart set on nursing.

And then there’s me.

Undeclared, I’ll be taking random courses hoping to have a
magical lightbulb moment where I’ll know exactly what I
want to do. I’ve read through the different programs offered at
the university so many times I know them by heart, and still
nothing has jumped out at me.

Dominic must see the stress on my face because he walks
his comment back.

“Hey, ’'m kidding. It’s really not a big deal.”

“Yeah, tons of people don’t have a major decided right
away,” Stella says, bumping her shoulder against mine.
“That’s the point of your first year. You can figure out what
you like and what you don’t. You’ll find something, Des.”

I pull my lip between my teeth, doing my best to believe
their words.

The rest of the evening goes on without a hiccup, making
me feel like whatever vibe I was picking up between Stella
and Dom was just a figment of my imagination. It must have
been the result of realising that they’re going to be in the same
place once the school year starts, while I’ll be thousands of
kilometres away.

After dinner, I lie on my stomach, sprawled out on the
ground, feeling the repercussions of too much dessert. “Ugh...
I love Mom’s chocolate cake, but I think I overdid it,” I groan.

“No one told you to go for that second slice,” Dominic
says in a flat tone.

“You quite literally said, ‘Have a second slice, Des. It’s
your graduation day.”” I side-eye him and his lips curl up at
the sides as he stands.



“Huh, I guess I did. Well, goodnight!” His laughter fades
as he walks back toward the house where our parents are still
reminiscing over stories of when Stella and I were kids. Stella
sits down next to me and lies on her back, and I flip over. We
stare up at the night sky for a few moments. Perks of living in
the middle of nowhere? A clear view of the stars at night.

“Im going to miss you,” Stella says, barely above a
whisper. I feel the sting of tears behind my eyes for the second
time today as I take a deep, steadying breath.

“'m going to miss you so much, Stel.” My voice
somehow sounds far more solid than I feel on the inside. “But
we’ll FaceTime often and see each other during Thanksgiving
break. Time will fly! And no matter what, you’ll always be my
sister.”

“You’ll always be my sister too, D.” She sighs and, after a
beat of silence, adds, “Is it wrong that I hope you’re miserable
in Winnipeg and you come to Vancouver next year?”

I’m unable to contain my laughter as I smack her arm.
“Bitch! Wishing for my misery? How could you.”

She lets out a cackle and smiles at me. “Just don’t fall in
love with a Winnipeg boy, okay?”

I grin back before turning to look back at the sky.

Her parents, like mine, met during their time in university
and, growing up, Stella and I wondered if we would meet our
future partners in the same way.

We’re what my mom calls “hopeless romantics,” we both
love love. We once spent an entire day watching Say Yes fo the
Dress on repeat, and by the end of the day we’d added
probably fifty Vera Wang wedding dresses to our respective
Pinterest boards. We’d always get carried away and dream up
different scenarios of the men we would meet while away at
school.

Although, right now, with all the change heading my way,
finding my “person” is the last thing I’'m thinking about. After
everything that went down between Liam and me, [’ve sworn
off boys for the foreseeable. I refuse to let myself spend



another three years wrapped up in someone else, only to be let
down. My focus will be on making friends, adjusting to a new
city, and figuring out what the hell it is I want to do with my
life. No other complications. I’ll just get my romance from
books and movies.

“I won’t,” I promise.
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he rest of the summer goes by in a blur. My days are

either spent shopping, getting new stuff for the

apartment that I’ll be living in once school starts, or
soaking up all the hangout time I can get with Stella before we
g0 our separate ways.

Tonight is our last night together. Tomorrow afternoon,
Stella and her parents are leaving for BC. Dominic will be on
that flight as well, while Mom, Dad, and I will pack the car up
and drive to Winnipeg. My mind can’t begin to accept that
we’re truly going to be separated. Outside of my immediate
family, Stella has been the one constant in my life, and my
heart breaks knowing that we’ll have over two thousand
kilometres between us. I’ve spent the day doing my best not to
think about it, yet I can’t help the tight feeling in my chest as |
prepare my living room for Stella’s arrival.

In honour of our last in-person hangout for a while, we’re
having a classic girls’ night. Pizza and every other junk food
imaginable covers every square inch of the coffee table. My
parents went to bed early and left us to our own devices.
Which means that Stella and I can watch She § the Man for the
hundredth time.

“Seriously! This movie was Channing Tatum’s prime,”
Stella proclaims while reaching for the bowl of All Dressed
chips. “So fine! Never looked better.”

I side-eye her as I raise a slice of pizza to my mouth. “Not
even in Magic Mike?”

“Mmm... okay, I'll give you that,” she concedes. She
opens her mouth to continue speaking, but Dominic walks in.



“This again?” He rolls his eyes as he walks past us. “You
guys do know it’s okay to have a movie night without
watching this, right?”

“If you want to join us, Dom, you just have to ask,” I call
out to him.

“I’1l pass, I still have to pack up my clothes, which I may
have told Mom I did last week.” He grimaces. “But I’ll see
you guys tomorrow. Have a good night.”

We say good night, but Stella’s eyes follow Dominic as he
walks to the stairs. Her gaze lingers on his backside as he goes
up. I reach out and smack her with a throw cushion. “Hey,
eyes on the screen lady!”

She laughs and turns back to face the TV, but the look on
her face makes me think she’s not focused on Amanda Bynes
and Channing Tatum in the slightest.

When the movie credits begin to roll, Stella sits up on the
couch. There’s a gleam in her eye and I can already anticipate
what’s coming.

“So...” She draws out the word as a smile creeps onto her
face. “What’s Dom’s workout routine lately? He looks...
different.”

Here we go.

“Different how?” I ask as I stand up and head toward the
kitchen to refill the now empty chip bowl.

I hear the padding of Stella’s feet behind me. “Don’t
pretend you haven’t noticed that each time he comes back
from UBC, he looks better and better.”

“No, Stella. I have not noticed that about my brother... not
once,” I deadpan.

She shrugs her shoulders and grabs a chip directly from the
bag. “I don’t know, all I’'m saying is that maybe there’s
something in that UBC water. [ wonder if all the boys look like
that there.”

She waltzes past me back to the living room as 1 follow
with a sigh.



“You’re telling me that you’re not slightest bit curious
about what the guys at your school are going to be like?” she
asks, flopping back onto the couch.

“I haven’t given it much thought,” I respond honestly.

Stella lets out a low hum. ““You might find a real hottie and
bring him to Stars Valley for Thanksgiving break,” she says
with a laugh.

“I thought you didn’t want me falling in love with anyone
out there,” I point out, hoping that will put an end to this
conversation.

“Who said anything about falling in love?” she questions.
“I said find yourself a fine as fuck man, and bring him back
here. I just want you to rub it in Liam and Karen s face. Just
have a good time.” She winks at me.

Heat rises in my cheeks; casual hook-ups have never been
my thing. Maybe they should be, a small voice in my mind
says.

“His mom’s name is Christine.” I chuckle.
“She looks like a Karen to me.”

Earlier today, Stella and I went to Morning Rae—our
favourite diner in town— for breakfast and ran into Liam’s
mom.

I did my best to look away before she noticed me, but I
wasn’t quick enough. She made direct eye contact with me,
narrowing her eyes and turning up her nose as if she had
suddenly caught a whiff of something disgusting. Liam and I
broke up nearly nine months ago, yet every time his mom sees
me around town she acts as though I’ve wronged her entire
family. As if her son wasn’t the cause for our break up.

“Hey,” Stella had said, pulling me out of my head. “Fuck
her. If she wants to wear her son’s ass as a hat, that’s her
business. You know you didn’t do anything wrong, right?”’

“I know,” I replied as the waitress brought out our food.

Still, I can’t help but feel thankful that my move means |
won’t have to suffer through any more of these awkward run-
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FinaLLy, the time has come. The late-August air is hot and
muggy, not even the slight breeze is able to keep us cool. The
car is packed with all my boxes and bags, and we’re ready to
go. Stella and I stand on the driveway clutching each other for
dear life as we say our final goodbyes while my parents wait
for me 1n the car. Stella sniffles with her head on my shoulder,
and the need to cry chokes at me again. This time, though, I let
it out. We pull away from our embrace and laugh as the tears
spill down our cheeks.

“We look ridiculous,” she says with a tremble in her voice,
wiping her cheeks dry.

“I know,” I respond, attempting to compose myself. “I’ll
see you in October for Thanksgiving.”

She nods her head, takes another step back and exhales
shakily. “I love you. Call me when you get there.”

“Of course.” My voice is equally unsteady. “I love you too,
I can’t wait to see what your dorm looks like!”

Dom walks up, a smirk on his face.“I didn’t think you guys
would stop crying. Don’t worry, Stel, I’'m sure Des will
survive out there in the boonies.”

“It 1sn’t the boonies, idiot.”

My brother acts like I’m moving to some remote village
when Winnipeg i1s a regular mid-size city. He hugs me,
squeezing me tighter than ever, and whispers, “Seriously...
stay safe, sis. I’'m always a phone call away if you need me.”

Tears rim my eyes again. For all our jabs at each other, he
is without a doubt my best friend, right next to Stella. I can’t
imagine him not in my life and it’ll be just as hard to be
without him as without her. Stella and Dom stand next to each



other on the driveway, waving as we back out onto the main
road. As sad as I feel, the moment we pull onto the highway,
excitement runs through me.

I can do this.

Y,

FIVE HOURS LATER, we arrive in Winnipeg. My heart races as |
take in my new surroundings. I’'m determined to explore as
much of the city as possible while I’'m here. We pull into the
guest parking section of the underground parkade to my
building and head upstairs to my unit. The apartment is still
bright with the last remnants of daylight and, as soon as we
enter, I feel my whole body relax. See? Nothing to be worried
about.

The unit is beautiful. The place is furnished, which was the
biggest selling point. The living room has floor-to-ceiling
windows that let me see clearly through to the Manitoba
legislative building. A beautiful grey sectional couch faces the
TV, and I’m already picturing the decor I want. The layout is
open concept and the kitchen, while not huge, is very nice,
with white cabinets and large light fixtures that hang down
from the ceiling. They’ll keep the space bright when it starts
getting dark early in the winter months. The apartment
building is part of the province’s Affordable Housing Program,
and has dedicated apartments that are cost-effective for
students. From what I’ve read online, I really lucked out, since
the units usually are taken quickly. 7 love it.

I hear my mom call out from the hall. “Des, when did you
say your roommate would be here?”

I follow the sound of her voice and find her and my dad
standing in the hall between the two bedrooms. “Friday,” 1
respond, double-checking the text message she sent me last
week.



I found Yazmine online on a University of Winnipeg
forum. She’s a second-year student and was looking for
something closer to the university. She seems nice from the
few messages we’ve exchanged, but I’m still nervous to meet
her in person. I don’t know what I’ll do if we don’t get along.
I’ve never lived with anyone who wasn’t a blood relative, but I
try to push aside the anxious thoughts.

We arrived two weeks before school starts so I can settle in
beforehand. I’ll have the place to myself for the week. Mom
and Dad are only staying for a couple of days before they head
back home, which means they won’t get to meet Yazmine. |
know they’re worried about me living with a complete
stranger. I’d be lying if 1 said I wasn’t uneasy, but I keep
reminding myself that I’'m not the only first-year university
student to move to a new place and have a new roommate.

“How about we go find dinner and then call it a night,” my
dad says as he begins to lay out an itinerary for the next few
days. “We can go grocery shopping and get you any extra
things you need for the place tomorrow.”

When we arrive back home, I’'m both stuffed and worn-
out. It was so nice to get out and wander around my new
neighbourhood a bit with my parents. We found a cute local
cafe called The Next Plate not too far from my place. [ still
can t believe that I have my own place. I'm sure I’ll become a
regular; the food is great, the atmosphere is cozy, and it’s the
perfect spot for study sessions since they’re open late.

We collapse on the couch almost immediately, and Mom
and I try to convince Dad that Pretty Woman is the perfect
movie to end this long day. After courtroom-level arguments,
we start the movie, only for all of us to fall asleep within thirty
minutes.



THE sMELL of hash browns and coffee invades my senses the
next morning, sunlight pouring into the living room.

I get up from the couch and stretch my arms as I walk
toward the kitchen. Dad’s got a huge McDonald’s bag on the
counter.

“Morning, D,” he says, smiling. “I got your second
favourite breakfast, since we still need to go grocery shopping.
A bacon and cheese McGriddle, hash brown, and a caramel
iced coffee.” His own hot coffee sits on the counter next to it.
“It’s no Morning Rae, but ’'m hoping it’ll do.”

My stomach growls in response as I open the bag of food.
“This 1s perfect, Dad, thanks.”

Just as I begin to eat, my mom comes padding out of the
bathroom, her hair wet.

“Morning, hun, how are you feeling today?”

How am I feeling? Still a lot nervous, but way calmer than
yesterday, I suppose.

“Good! Thanks.” I take a sip of my coffee and plaster a
smile on my face. Letting my parents in on my anxiety will
only end with them being more worried about leaving me. No
need for all of us to spiral today.

After everyone has finished stuffing their faces, we head
out to the grocery store to finally stock the fridge. My parents
take twice the normal amount of time needed because they’re
explaining what “good prices” are for different items. It’s as if
they realised that they now have less than forty-eight hours
with me and must impart all their wisdom before they go.
Most of it is unnecessary—I have in fact been to a grocery
store before—but I nod along and ask questions. I know it
makes them feel helpful and that they’re only doing it out of
love for me.

After groceries, we head to the trifecta of home goods
shopping: Winners, Marshalls, and Home Sense. The next
couple of days continue like this, with us running around
different stores and coming back dog-tired. I still need to get
stuff for the kitchen, living room, and bathroom, but I’ll wait



for Yazmine before decorating the common spaces. The only
thing left for me to do is buy books for my classes, but I can
take care of that on my own.

When the time comes for my parents to leave, I go down to
the building lobby with them and give them each the tightest
hugs imaginable and let them know how much I appreciate
them taking time out to help me settle in. I’'m crying, Mom is
crying, and Dad swears up and down that there’s a lot of
“pollen” in the air here.

“You know everything is going to be okay out here, right?”
Dad says as he blinks back a tear. “Your mom and I raised a
strong girl, and we are so endlessly proud of you.” Mom
sniffles and nods her head in agreement. “You’re heading for a
big change, but I couldn’t be more confident that you can
handle anything.”

I look at him, the setting sun through the lobby window
hitting his black skin and making him look almost golden, and
I smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

They promise to call me when they get back home, and
just like that, I’'m alone.

A strong girl. As 1 wave goodbye to the two most
important people in my life, the ones who’ve been a constant
pillar of strength for me, I wonder if Dad was right. I’ve spent
my whole life in the same place, with my family to support me
whenever things got tough, but it’s all on me now. Can I really
do this by myself?

As I enter the elevator, a tall Asian guy gets in after me. I
try my best to keep my tears at bay and wipe my cheeks in
what I hope is a discreet way.

“First year?” The guy gives me with a sympathetic smile.

I hadn’t expected a complete stranger to speak to me and I
don’t trust my voice right now. I nod.

“I’'m from here, so it wasn’t so bad for me,” he continues,
“but my girlfriend goes to school in Toronto and when she
moved, she cried for weeks. Now, she’s in love with the city.
It’11 get better, I promise.”



I stare at him, amazed. I didn’t think I would need a pep
talk from a stranger today, but here I am. I look at him more
closely. He’s about five foot eleven with dark black hair that
hangs down to his shoulders. His smile seems genuine, and I
find myself feeling strangely at ease. His friendly demeanour
makes me feel as if we’re friends, not people who just met.
The elevator reaches the fourth floor and he moves to get out.
Finally, I find my voice.

“Thank you,” 1 say with a lot less confidence than I had
hoped for. I clear my throat and try again. “I’m Desiree.”

His smile widens, eyes crinkling. “Nice to meet you,
Desiree. I’'m Tristan. Maybe I’ll see you around again, it’s a
small building after all. And hey, keep your chin up, I’'m sure
things will get easier.”

I smile, feeling more at peace than I did a few minutes ago,
and take the elevator to the fifth floor.

Yazmine will be here tomorrow, so I have the apartment to
myself tonight. I consider pulling a Rachel from Friends
moment and dancing around naked in the apartment, but one
look at those huge floor-to-ceiling windows and their weak
drapes has me thinking better of it. Face mask and movie night
it is. I pop some popcorn and throw on my all-time favourite
movie: Pride and Prejudice. I’ve seen it hundreds of times, but
what’s a hundred and one?

I grab my drink and settle into the couch, ready to watch
the Bennet sisters freak out over a new potential suitor.
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“The unexpected is what changes life.” - Lacey Weatherford



¢ ‘Q uit playing games, Eli.”
[ grab Sadie’s hair in my hand, wrapping it

around my fist, and yank her head back so she’s looking up to
the ceiling.

“What was that?”’ I taunt as I lean over her.

As she opens her mouth to respond, I slam into her, filling
her completely. Whatever she was about to say dies on her lips
and 1s replaced with a breathy O/ god.

I keep fucking her hard, our bodies joining together the
only sounds in the room. When it becomes too much and her
arms bend at the elbow, I use my grip on her hair to pull her up
against me. I slow my strokes down and let my other hand
wander over to her front, rubbing her clit slowly and gently,
and then faster. She turns her head to the side so her lips are
less than an inch from mine, but I tug the strands and force her
head in the opposite direction.

No kissing.

She knows this rule already, there’s nothing intimate about
what’s happening here. We both have needs to satisfy. That’s
all. My balls start to tingle and when I look at Sadie, she’s
biting her lip so hard she’s about to draw blood.

“Let it go, Sade,” I whisper into her ear, letting the tip of
my tongue graze her earlobe. “Come for me.”

I move my hand faster on her clit as I feel her clamp down
on my dick. She cries out. The tightness of her around me
sends me over the edge. With one final thrust, I come hard,



pulling out just as Sadie collapses onto the bed. I clean myself
up and grab the dress she’d been wearing from the pile on the
ground, tossing it over to her. She rolls her eyes but grabs the
outfit.

When we’re both dressed again, Sadie attempts to linger in
my room, leaning against the dresser.

“I missed you.” Then, she adds with a pout, “You barely
texted me while you were gone.”

“Things were hectic back home. Stuff kept me busy.” I
shrug, keeping it vague. I don’t want to touch the / missed you
shit with a ten-foot pole.

I help Dad out on the farm and with selling food at the
market when I’m in Brinkley, but nothing keeps me that busy.
I just don’t have any interest in sharing meaningless texts with
her at all hours of the day. On occasion, we would talk on the
phone, but those conversations always served a purpose. I’d
listen to her moan into my ear as she fingered herself and I
told her the filthy things I wanted to do to her. How badly I
wanted to taste her, how much I wanted to feel her hot mouth

on me. All while I fisted my cock at a furious pace in my
childhood bedroom.

Once we’d both released that pent-up tension, I would
claim exhaustion and let her go. I wasn’t interested in any
small talk afterward, and I certainly didn’t want to hear about
how much she missed me.

She must realise that this conversation is going nowhere
because she purses her lips and gives a terse nod. “Okay, well,
I’1l see you at the next band practice then.”

“Sounds good,” I respond, lying back down on the bed as
she exits the room.

Classes start tomorrow, and normally people would resent
the fact that their break is over. That’s not me, though, after the
last four months in Brinkley, I’'m thrilled to be back in the city.
Summer at home is always depressing as fuck. I love my
family, but damn, it’s tough to be around my father sometimes.
He’s practically a billboard for the pain and suffering our mom



put us through. Thirteen years later and we still can’t even
walk into the grocery store in town without someone looking
at us with pity in their eyes. I can’t stand it. So being back in
my apartment in Winnipeg with my friends brings me a type
of contentment that most need drugs to feel.

I hear a light knock on my door before it cracks open. I
expect to see Sadie again, assuming she must have forgotten
something, but instead, Nate appears on the other side, his red
hair shining as the sunlight hits it. I’'m surprised and wonder
briefly how long he’s been in the apartment—he wasn’t here
when Sadie arrived—before coming to the conclusion that |
don’t give a fuck.

“Yo, Eli. Tristan and I are heading to the bookstore, you
wanna come?”

“When are you guys going to learn?” I heave a sigh as I
stand up from my bed. “There’s no need to buy books before
the class even starts. The prof may say it’s required, but is it
really?”

“Whatever, man,” he says with a roll of his eyes. “We’re
going. Are you coming or not?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’'m coming.” It beats doing nothing.

Fifteen minutes later, we’re at the campus bookstore. Both
of my roommates take off in separate directions to pick out
their books. I’'m just here for the sake of getting out of the
apartment for a bit. I’'m not buying a textbook before classes
start. Half the time, you can get away without it, and I don’t
have money to waste.

I’m looking around the merch section of the store,
wondering why people would willingly choose to wear
sweatpants with “University of Winnipeg” down the side of
the leg when I hear a soft grunt come from behind me.

There’s a girl struggling under what appears to be her
weight in textbooks. She lets out another small yelp as she
does her best not to let the books topple over. I try my hardest
to hold back my laugh, but it’s difficult. She moves over to the
next aisle, looking for an additional book to add to her stack. I



follow her, unable to stop myself. What am I doing? 1 enter
from the opposite side of the aisle and see her kneeling down,
looking at a textbook on the bottom shelf, her massive stack of
books placed on the floor. She’s so intently focused on reading
the synopsis she hasn’t even noticed me—and thank god—
because I’m standing here like a creep and, for some reason, I
can’t take my eyes off of her. Her skin is a light golden-brown,
her long, curly hair cascades over the smooth curves of her
shoulders, spilling over her white cropped shirt. Her light blue
jeans hug her ass so well they demand my attention. I’'m
drinking her in and I can’t explain why. Her eyes are squinted
as she reads the small text as if she’s afraid she’ll miss a word
and she’s chewing on her plump lower lip. ’ve never seen
anyone take picking out class textbooks as seriously as she is
right now. She adds the book to her stack and begins to stand,
and I, like any sane, non-stalkerish person, turn as fast as
possible, grab the first book I see on the shelf, and crack it
open. Luckily for me her cell phone rings, and the girl pays me
no attention as she struggles to get the phone out of her bag.
She turns and exits from the side she entered and wanders over
to the next aisle.

“Hey, Stel,” her melodic voice floats through the space.
It’s soft, delicate, and has me in a daze. “I’m at the bookstore.”

Before I have time to think about what I’'m doing, I move
forward along the bookshelf between us, trying to catch a
glimpse of her face through the spaces between the books. I’'m
acting like a lunatic. Get it together, 1 think to myself, feeling
frustrated by my irrational response to her.

Whatever the person on the other end of the line says to
her causes her to giggle, and it sounds as though it should
belong to a Disney princess.

“I know,” she continues, “I’m about to pay. I’ll call you
back later, okay?”

Unaware of the fact that I’ve been watching her for the last
few minutes, she hangs up the phone, grabs one final book,
and goes to stand in the checkout line.



Tristan spots me as he’s walking by. He eyes the book in
my hand, “you buying something after all?”

I put it down and shake my head, hoping to clear it. “Nope.
Are you done here? Where’s Nate?”

“Yeah, I’m done. I think he’s at the front, looking at some
of those study sheets. He wanted to grab one for biology.”

I laugh. “If you guys like wasting money so much, why
don’t you just give it to me.”

We walk over to the front to join Nate where have a clear
eyeshot of the checkout and everyone in line. Both of my
friends are focused on each other, deep in conversation,
unaware of the trance I’m in. I stay right where I am and look
over at her struggling once again with her books. I’m sure that
if I were to squint, I’d see sweat on her brow.

Once again, I bite back a laugh. A nicer guy would offer to
help carry them, but I’'m not that guy. That’s where I draw the
line. She may be holding some kind of strange Disney-
princess-in-a-bookstore power over me, but there’s no reason
for me to introduce myself. This is simply shopping
entertainment, and I refuse to pretend it’s more, even if it takes
all of my restraint to stop myself from walking over there. The
woman behind her taps her shoulder, asking her a question,
and she turns around to respond. And then, I fully see her face.

Fuck. As I look at her head-on, I realise she’s even more
stunning than [ initially thought. She’s one of the most
beautiful girls I’ve ever seen. She must be new here because
there’s no way I would have forgotten her. She finishes
speaking with the lady, and then turns back to the front, and I
find myself wishing that she would face my way again. I have
never been an obsessive person before, certainly never about
girls. They come and go, and I couldn’t care less. But I have
never felt drawn to anyone as much as I am to her and it’s
making me feel completely off-kilter. This girl has my full
attention and I want to soak her in and memorise her features.
If she were to turn around right now and look in my direction,
she would catch me staring like some campus creep but, even
then, I don’t think I could turn away. As soon as that thought



crosses my mind, the cashier indicates that it’s her time to pay,
and 1n her rush to relieve herself of the burden of the books,
she ends up dropping one, causing me to chuckle. She bends
down to grab it and, on her way back up, turns her head and
makes eye contact with me before I can glance away.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Now I do seem like the campus creeper. The only thing
making this situation even the slightest bit okay is how
flustered she appears from dealing with all those books.
Another laugh starts to slip through my lips, but I clamp it
down. She stares at me dead in the eyes for about three
seconds and it feels like an eternity. My heart beats wildly in
my chest as our eyes lock. Hers are the most beautiful shade of
brown and, try as I might, I can’t look away. I do my best to
snap out of it when she turns back to the cashier, but I’'m
unsuccessful and continue to watch as she pays and accepts
the reusable bags to carry her purchases out. As she puts the
last item in the bag, she glances over her shoulder again,
catching me staring once again. This time, I don’t care.
There’s no point in hiding now, and a part of me wonders if
she’ll say something, maybe I even want her to. Bringing her
focus back to her purchases, she picks up the bags from the
counter, but the weight of it pulls her down. She’s completely
tilted to the right, and with that, my laughter spills out, no
longer able to be contained, and the girl who just held my
attention for longer than any of my past hookups walks out the
door.

Hearing my laughter from where they stand in line, Nate
and Tristan stop their conversation, turning to look at me in
confusion. I just shrug at them and move to stand closer to the
exit. I can’t help but crane my neck a bit to catch a glimpse of
her, my curiosity peaked, but she’s already out of sight. I feel a
pang of regret hit my chest, maybe I should have offered to
help her.

And then what? Walk her home? Yeah, right. That’s not
me, and being fixated on a random girl isn’t either.
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hen I make it back to the apartment, Yazmine is
sprawled out on the couch watching some sort of
baking show on TV.

“Hey! If I had known you were going to be home this
afternoon, I would have waited to see if you wanted to come
with me to the bookstore,” I say as I drop my bags of books on
the ground at the edge of the living room and join her on the
sofa.

It’s been just a little over a week since Yazmine moved in.
We instantly clicked. Even though we had spoken over text, |
hadn’t realised how nervous I was to meet my roommate until
she waltzed in that day and I was hit with the largest dose of
relief.

With her black hair and legs for days, she’d looked like a
young Naomi Campbell.

“I sure as hell hope you're Desiree, 'cause if not, I'm in
the wrong apartment.”

I laugh, unsure how to greet this new person I’ll be living
with. “I’'m Desiree,” I confirm. “You must be Yazmine?”

She places her bags on the ground. “Sure am, and I'm
starving! ['ve got some more bags to bring up, but do you
want to go grab dinner after? Unless you have other plans.”

She’s speaking to me as if we’ve known each other for
ages, and arent random strangers about to share a home. It

instantly puts me at ease; her demeanour reminds me a lot of
Stella.



“Yeah, that sounds great,” I reply.

“Awesome, | know the most amazing Middle Eastern
restaurant.”

We’d spent that entire first night chatting about everything
from music to our favourite snacks, and ideas on how to
decorate the apartment. Turns out we have a lot in common.

“Oh, no worries, | just got home! I’ll just pick up the
books I need tomorrow after class,” Yazmine replies.

I join her on the opposite side of the couch. The rest of the
day passes in a blur and we watch five episodes of a baking
competition before it hits us how starving and ready for dinner
we are. We settle on frozen pizza and a salad; clearly watching

Food Network all evening hasn’t inspired us to up our cooking
skills.

“Are you feeling nervous about tomorrow at all?”” Yazmine
asks as I chop the veggies for the salad.

“Yeah, sort of, but I'm sure it’ll be fine.” And yet, my
mind immediately starts running through every scenario in
which my first day of university could be a disaster. “It’s just a
very different experience, you know?”

She nods. “I get it, first year 1s always an adjustment.
You’ll be okay though. When’s your first class? Maybe we can
meet up afterward.”

I pause and think of my schedule. “I have Art History at
ten and Calc at three, so somewhere in between there?”

“Perfect. I have class at two, but I’'m meeting up with a
friend for lunch beforehand. What if I meet you after class and
you join us for lunch?”

“I’d love that, but I don’t want to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding,” she says quickly. “I’m inviting
you. It’ll be fun, promise.”

I smile and nod my head in agreement. I can’t just go to
school and run back home every day. I promised myself |
would get out and meet people, and if Yazmine is inviting me
out, I should take the opportunity.



Once the plans for tomorrow have been agreed on and
dinner has been made, we head back to the living room to eat
and watch more bakers scramble to make the most elaborate
cakes in what hardly seems like a reasonable time frame.

My mind drifts back to what happened in the bookstore
while in line to buy my books. I’d felt as though someone was
staring at me. I brushed off the sensation, but when I dropped
one of the textbooks and stood up, I made eye contact with a
guy. He was tall, his dark hair falling just over his eyes, and
there was a stupid smirk on his face. My cheeks flush with
embarrassment at the memory. He had definitely been
laughing at me. I swear I heard a low chuckle from across the
store as I walked out of the building. What a dick. I’'m sure 1
looked ridiculous with all of those books, but still, who just
stands there staring and laughing at someone?

But there had been something more to his gaze that had
pulled me in, it was as if he didn’t just find me humorous. He
seemed to be studying me, and it had left me feeling off-
balance and slightly vulnerable.

I force my mind away from the memory; it doesn’t matter
anyway. I’m sure that won’t be the last time I embarrass
myself here. I cringe, that was not the comforting thought I
had been seeking.

As if aware of my spiraling thoughts, Yazmine taps me on
the shoulder. “Wanna bake a cake?”

I let out a laugh. “Seriously?”

“We’ve been watching this baking show all evening, it
can’t be that hard.”

Turns out we couldn’t even if we wanted to; Yaz looks up
about seven different cake recipes online and we’re missing
key ingredients for each one. We decide that the next best
option is to go to The Next Plate and treat ourselves to a slice
of cake there.

When the elevator stops at the fourth floor, a food delivery
courier steps in, looking down at his phone. From where I’'m
standing, I can see that he’s just left a huge bag of food in front



of someone’s door. As the elevator begins to close, the
apartment door opens and a guy pops his head out and reaches
down to grab the food. His eyes are fixed on the bag, not
bothering to look up.

I, however, can’t stop staring at him; I could swear that it’s
the same guy from the bookstore. There s no way. 1 shake my
head in an attempt to clear it as the elevator doors come to a
close. There’s absolutely no way it was him. His hood was up
and he was leaning over to pick up the delivery, so most of his
face was obscured.

No. You were just thinking about the bookstore incident
and now you’ve seen someone who looks similar and you're
running with it, I think to myself.

The elevator stops on the ground level and the delivery
guy and Yazmine step out ahead of me, neither paying any
attention to the daze I’'m in. When Yazmine turns around and
notices I haven’t moved, she gives me a quizzical look.

“Are you coming or what?”
I take a deep breath to clear my head. “Yeah, I’'m coming.”

Who cares if it was him, which it wasn t, it doesn’t mean
anything. He’s hardly bound to start following me around
campus laughing at me. “Sorry, I thought I forgot something
upstairs. It’s all good.”

The rest of the night passes without any fanfare. We order
maple lattes and share a massive slice of carrot cake. She tells
me about her life growing up in Winnipeg and I tell her about
small-town life back home in Saskatchewan.

“I would love to live in a cozy small town. Ever since I
watched Gilmore Girls it has been the dream.”

I take a sip of my latte and raise my eyebrows. “I can
honestly say that it’s nothing like being in a Gilmore Girls
episode. The most realistic part of that show is how everyone
is in your business. I still remember when my ex and I first
started sleeping together and he went to the store to buy
condoms. We hadn’t told anyone yet, but before he even made
it back to his place, the gossip mill had started and his mom



had called mine to let her know what was happening. She’d
heard the news from one of her neighbours.”

Yazmine bursts out laughing. “Is that why you decided to
come here rather than go to school in Saskatchewan?”

“Yeah, or at least most of the reason.” I pause, thinking of
the best way to explain why I wanted to get out of my home
town. “I could have stayed there and been close to my parents,
and I considered going to school with my brother and Stella,
but I just wanted to do this on my own. You know? If I had
gone to UBC, I would have always been leaning on Stella.”

Stella had called back, as promised, the night that Yazmine
moved in and they’d spoken to each other for a few minutes.
Stella had texted me later, saying how nice she seemed and
that she couldn’t wait to come visit.

“I get it. Sometimes you just need to get out on your own.
It makes sense, especially if you’re in an environment where
everyone 1s always keeping a watchful eye on you.” Yazmine
smirks as she takes another sip out of her mug. “So, no
boyfriend waiting for you back home then?”

I wince and she notices.
“Sorry, is that a sore spot?”

“No, it’s fine.” I hope my voice sounds a lot more relaxed
than I feel. “It was nothing serious. I dated a guy for a while,
but it didn’t work out. We broke up in January. It is what it 1s.”

That’s one way of summing up the three years I spent with
Liam. I thought everything was going great, only to find out
that every holiday and summer break, when he would go to
visit his dad in Calgary, he was also visiting his other
girlfriend. I was shocked when, in January, she turned up at
our school to surprise him. She ran and all but leapt into his
arms, kissing him in front of everyone. Turns out, she didn’t
know about me either. I left school crying that day, and Stella
and I spent the entire weekend watching the dumbest rom-
coms and eating Ben & Jerry’s by the pint, vowing to never
utter his name again.



The look on my face must give Yazmine some indication
that I’'m not wanting to rehash the whole event, so she drops it
and tells me about her family. We get home around ten thirty
and ’'m ready to call it a night. I do my normal skincare
routine and crawl into bed, psyching myself up for class
tomorrow. I’ve almost forgotten all about the embarrassment
from earlier today and the dumb guy from the bookstore.

Almost.



T ristan suggests we order in for dinner. We’re all far too
exhausted to stand around and cook, so it’s not a hard

decision. I barely slept last night because he was on the
phone with his long-distance girlfriend.

“Hey Tristan,” I say as we each take a seat on the couch,
waiting for the food to arrive. “Maybe next time you want to
talk to your girlfriend until two in the morning, you could go
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“Two? They didn’t stop until 3! How many times can two
people say I love you? It’s just back and forth, over and over
again,” Nate interrupts. “/ love you. I love you more. No, I love
you more.”” His pitch gets higher with every use of the phrase.

Tristan throws a pillow at his face. “That’s not how we
talk.”

“No, of course not, | hear the occasional moaning too...
You really know how to put it down over the phone.”

Tristan’s cheeks redden as Nate and I snicker.

“Im kidding. 1 haven’t heard that, but thanks for the
confirmation on what you two get up to.”

Tristan is defending himself when my phone buzzes in my
pocket.

Sadie: Hey E. Want to meet up tonight? My
place. Something came up and Carrie isn’t
coming back until tomorrow. I’'m home alone.

Sadie has been a constant presence in my life, both as a
friend and as my most consistent hookup, for over a year. She



came to one of our first basement shows and stuck around long
after the small audience had left. She’s hot, no two ways about
it, with her jet-black hair, green eyes, and more tattoos than I
could count, and I was instantly attracted to her. She went
from flirting with me to sucking on my tongue in no time, and
when she suggested we head back to her house, I wasn’t going
to say no. Sadie has always known the score, I’'m not
interested in anything serious. I don’t do cute dates, cuddling,
or any of the couple shit; she’s insinuated a few times that she
would like something more, but she doesn’t push it, making
her just my type. Although she couldn’t look more different
than the girl from the bookstore—

Why the fuck am 1 thinking about her again? And
comparing her to Sadie?

I’ve already seen Sadie once today, and I’'m tired as hell
but, for some reason the girl from earlier is still on my mind
and it has me feeling unsettled. I’'m pretty sure this is my
body’s way of telling me that one quick hookup wasn’t enough
to undo the time I went without sex. It had been a long four
months because I refused to sleep with any of the girls back
home. The town’s too small, and I don’t want any of them to
get the wrong idea. I’'m not interested in a relationship
whatsoever, and I’m certainly never moving back to Brinkley,
so it’s just easier to stay away from the girls there than get
tangled up in some unnecessary situation.

Me: Sure, I'll see you later.

Y,

My FIRST cLASs of the semester is Art History. A first-year
course that I’m taking in my second year because 1 want the
GPA booster. I’'m not doing poorly in school, but I could use
an easy A this year, so here I am, sitting in class at ten a.m.,
listening to the professor drone on about what the class will
entail, what assignments will look like, blah blah blah. My



attention is elsewhere as I use my pen to tap out the beat to the
newest August Burns Red song that’s been in my head all
week. I’'m still annoyed by the fact that seeing Sadie last night
wasn’t enough to stop my mind from drifting back to the girl. I
could still hear her laugh in my mind and I started wondering
what she would sound like as my lips trailed down her body.
Her hair had looked too thick to wrap around my fist, but I'm
sure | could still get a good grip on it.

And now I’m thinking about her again.

There’s no reason for me to be reacting this way to
someone I don’t even know, but she seems to have taken up
residence in a small corner of my brain and won’t get out. No
more, 1 tell myself as I rapidly tap my pen against my
notebook. I refuse to let this continue. If I never see her again,
it will be too soon.

I feel confident that I’ve made up my mind just as the door
to the classroom swings open. My heart stops for a moment.

Standing at the door is the girl from the bookstore.

Her hair is tied up in a messy bun and she looks like a deer
caught in headlights as everyone turns to look at who just
walked in. Her eyes stop on the empty seat next to mine before
landing on me. I see the moment she recognises me,
remembers me.



HIST-10)

INTRODUCTION TO ART HISTORY

ProOFessor: €. LOVGHLIN

THIS CLASS HAS BEEN MOVED FROM ILIS T8 1D

I ' his cannot seriously be happening!

As far as first days go, this has to be in the running
for one of the worst in history. I had woken up to the sound of
Yazmine knocking on my door.

“Hey, Des? Are you up? Pretty sure you said you have
class at ten.”

Confusion swarmed my mind as I pulled myself out of the
fog of sleep. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand to check
the time and shot straight up. Nine-thirty. Shit. I was sure I had
set an alarm the night before. A quick phone check confirms
that yes, I had indeed set the alarm — for eight p.m., not a.m. I
scrambled out of bed, running across the hall to the bathroom,
thanking Yaz for waking me up as I ran by her. I usually don’t
sleep in, but last night I’d tossed and turned, never able to get
comfortable as worries about the next day took over.
Ironically, all of the nervous thoughts about what could go
wrong on my first day of school kept me from sleeping, which
led to one of those scenarios actually happening.



I pulled on the most basic outfit: black jeans and a cropped
teddy sweater. By the time I was out the door, I had a
whopping twelve minutes until class started. I booked it to
school, and thanked myself for having figured out my route to
class last week. I ran so hard a light sheen of sweat coated my
forehead and my lungs burned like hell.

And now, I am greeted with a sign on my class door in
Lockhart Hall, indicating that it’s been moved across the street
to the Duckworth Centre. I have thirty seconds to make it to a
different building. I let out a sigh heavy enough to blow away
a strand of hair that has fallen out of my bun and onto my face.
There’s no point in running anymore, I’m already late. I pull
my phone out to take a look at the campus map. I could use the
overpass that links the two buildings, but I’'m so hot from
rushing around that I decide to take the outdoor route.

Once I get inside the Duckworth building and successfully
locate my classroom, my anxiousness skyrockets again. I can
see through the window that the class is full. I take a deep
breath and open the door. Nearly all heads turn to me, causing
me to pause in the doorway.

The professor gives me a warm smile and asks, “Intro to
Art History. Are you in the right place?”

If I tried to speak now, my voice would be a croak, so I
just nod. I scan the room to find a seat. There’s one left smack
dab in the middle of the second to last row between a blonde
girl who looks like she’s fighting sleep only ten minutes into
class and—oh, you have got to be kidding me—the guy from
the bookstore. This time, I know my mind isn’t making him
up. He has the same dumb smirk on his face as he did
yesterday and he’s watching me with a gleam in his eye that
says he hasn’t forgotten me either.

I urge my feet to move, awkwardly whispering apologies
to everyone as I shuffle to the seat. When I finally sit down, I
take a deep breath and pull out my notebook. I do my best to
focus on what the prof is saying to the class as he explains the
syllabus and our future assignments, but it would be a lot
easier if I didn’t feel the blazing gaze of the guy next to me. |
do my best to ignore him, but his woodsy scent calls to me,



demanding my attention. I give in and look at him, and we
make eye contact for a brief moment before he turns his
smirking face back to the front of the class, leaving me to stare
at his side profile. A gorgeous one... No one should look that
good from the side. 1 internally chastise myself for gawking at
him, and I go back to facing the prof as well, refusing to be
pulled into whatever weird game he’s playing.

Class gets dismissed twenty minutes early, and I grab my
phone out of my bag to text Yazmine that ’'m ready to meet up
whenever she is. She texts me back almost immediately to say
she’s on her way and that she’ll meet me in the outdoor quad
area. Most of the students have already cleared out and #e
seems to be gone too. I gather the last of my things and exit
the room.

Just my luck. He’s standing right outside the classroom
next to a tall redhead with glasses, a guy built like a Greek
god, his long-sleeved, black shirt stretched tight across his
folded arms as he talks to his friend. On his other side is a girl
with long black hair and tattoos scattered across her arms and
chest. Her face is, as Stella would say, “beat to the gods.”
She’s laughing at whatever it is the redhead and Bookstore
Guy—as I’ve now coined him—are saying. As she giggles, she
reaches out and grabs his arm, giving it a squeeze before
gently brushing her hand down the length of it.

The gesture 1s both comfortable and affectionate. Of
course he has a girlfriend. Yesterday I had been too flustered
to really take him in, but looking at him now, I can see how
attractive he is. His dark hair hangs over his forehead,
stopping short of covering his earthy brown eyes. His jaw is
chiseled and defined, his full lips come complete with a
cupid’s bow, and both arms are scattered with tattoos.

Yup. He’s hot. And now I’m staring. | pull my bag higher
up on my shoulder and cross the threshold of the classroom.

When he sees me, the smile on his lips disintegrates. He
holds me in a chilling stare and, just like the first time in the
store, looks at me as if I’'m an equation he’s trying to find the
answer to. I feel my heart beating fast against my ribcage, and
then he quickly drops my gaze. I suck in a couple of deep



breaths and try to even out my heart rate, hating the reactions
he brings out in me. The girl glances in my direction but pays
me about as much attention as you would a passing breeze and
goes back to the conversation at hand.

I start my walk toward the exit, all the while scolding
myself for getting caught staring. Okay, he’s good-looking
and, sure, he has a lovely, deep, woodsy scent, like pine trees
and fresh rain in a forest, all with a hint of mint underneath.
But none of that means anything, because he has a girlfriend,
and 1 want nothing to do with him. So we have a class
together, what’s the big deal? The lecture hall is huge. I'll
arrive early and sit somewhere else next time and before |
know it, December will be here, the class will be over, and I
can pretend he doesn’t exist.

Y,

By tHE TIME I get to the quad, Yazmine is waiting for me with
two coffee cups. “Hey, you beat me here,” I tell her.

“Yeah, I was already on my way when you texted me. I
was planning to head over early to scope out the scene.”

She’s right, the quad is filled with the hustle and bustle of
“O-week.” There are various booths for different school clubs,
a beer garden set up to the side, and a stage I assume will have
a band playing later in the day, if the drum kit and mic setup is
any indication. Students are chatting with each other and
enjoying the last remnants of summer warmth. We head over
to a stone picnic table and Yazmine hands me one of the
coffees.

“Here, this is for you. Double-double, you said you like
those, right?”

“Yes, thank you so much. I never got to make coffee this
morning and I feel dead.” I catch her up on my morning and
the impromptu classroom change.



She laughs. “Sounds like a hell of a morning. I’'m sure
your class this afternoon will go better.”

I nod. “I hope so.”

If I’'m honest, I’'m apprehensive about that one too. Math
was never my strong suit, so I’m about as excited for calculus
as one would be to walk on hot stones. Yazmine updates me
on her morning, which was a lot more relaxing than mine, and
tells me about the creative writing class she’s taking in the
afternoon. Apparently, it fills up fast, so she’s excited to have
gotten into it.

When it’s time for us to leave for lunch, we start walking
to the Vietnamese restaurant located just five minutes away. I
feel myself getting nervous about meeting her friend. I’'m
always awkward the first time I meet new people, and now
I’m crashing their lunch.

“Are you sure this 1s okay? Does she know I’m coming?”

She casts me a look out of the side of her eye and smiles.
“Yes, he knows you’re coming. I told him I was bringing a
friend.”

We get to the restaurant and walk inside and Yazmine
points him out. “Oh, there he is!”

Sitting at a table for four, in the corner, is one of the most
handsome guys I have ever seen. He raises his head and gets
out of his seat to greet us. He’s black, tall as hell, way over six
feet, has a clean haircut, and a smile that takes up his whole
face. Right away it makes me feel like we’ve been friends
forever. When we get close to him, he pulls Yazmine into a
tight hug, and immediately I feel like I’'m intruding on a
personal moment. Is there something going on here? 1 make a
mental note to ask Yazmine about it later. After they exchange
their hellos, he turns his focus on me.

“You must be Desiree.” His voice is like velvet, smooth
and rich, making me feel comfortable with alarming
immediacy.

“I must be,” I say with a smile.



“I’'m Jaden. Sit, sit.” Yazmine joins him on the same side
of the booth and I sit in front of him. “What’s your story? Yaz
told me a bit about her new roommate, but I know she’s not to
be trusted,” he says with a teasing smile aimed at her.

The rest of the lunch goes by with ease, and my fear that I
would feel like an intruder is laid to rest. It’s almost
impossible to feel uncomfortable around Jaden. He listened
intently as I gave him the quick rundown of my move to the
city, and he told me more about himself. He and Yazmine met
last year, in the school photography club. I’'m amazed when he
tells me that he spent the summer in Australia taking pictures
for a travel blog that one of his friends runs.

“How are you with a camera?” he asks me.

I scoff. “I know how to point and shoot with an iPhone,
that’s about it.”

“You should join the club. It’s great! Yazmine was a total
amateur last year, she couldn’t even use her iPhone camera,
but you would never know that now.” She laughs and playfully
punches him in the arm.

“That isn’t true!” she proclaims. “But he’s not wrong, Des,
you should join! It would be fun.”

I shake my head. “I don’t know anything about
photography. And I don’t have the money for a camera right
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now.

“That’s fine,” she assures me. “When I started, I wasn’t
sure 1f I would stick with it, so I just joined the group and took
pictures on my phone. You can get some great pics with that
alone.” She pauses thoughtfully. “But I have two DSLRs now
and you can borrow one if you want.”

“Oh, wow.” I’'m shocked that she would offer to let me use
her equipment since those cameras aren’t cheap. “I appreciate
that. I’ll definitely think about it.”

“Okay, good! The first meeting for the club is on
Thursday, so just let me know. Everyone is super nice and
you’ll fit right in, I promise.” She smiles



When I glance at my phone, I’'m shocked at how quickly
the time has flown. Yazmine heads off to her class, and I
decide that with an hour to kill, I might as well go back home;
maybe I’ll get to talk to Stella and see how she’s doing. Today
was her first day as well.

When I get back to the apartment, I plop onto the couch
and call her. Two rings later I see her face on the screen. My
heart squeezes, she looks the same as always and it feels so
comforting to see a familiar face. I wish I could give her a hug.

“Des? Is everything okay? Why are you crying?” Stella
asks, concern in her voice.

Jeez. I hadn’t even realised that tears were coming out of
my eyes until she pointed it out. Why am I crying?

“I just miss you, that’s all,” I whisper. It was my decision
to go to school where I knew no one, and I had accepted how
hard it would be to separate from my best friend, but I don’t
think anything could have prepared me for how much I would
miss her. My whole heart aches for her to be with me.

“I miss you too, babe.” Her smile 1s sad and now it looks
like she’s fighting back tears too. “How was your first day?”

I catch her up on all of the morning’s antics, leaving out
the bit about Bookstore Guy, unsure what to say. If I'm being
honest, I’'m afraid that if I talk about him, he’ll take up even
more space in my mind when he shouldn’t be there at all. She
tells me about her first classes, and before I know it, I'm
already feeling better and it’s time for my next lecture. We
promise to speak to each other again on the weekend and then
I’m out the door, hoping for a better experience than earlier.



¢ ‘E li, you okay?”” Devin’s voice snaps me back to reality.

I’m standing in the middle of Merchant, an old-
fashioned dive bar where our band practices, staring off into
space while my friend and bandmate observes me with
concern. | had been so caught up in my thoughts, that I hadn’t
even noticed him walk right up to me.

“Yeah, I’'m good,” I respond, trying to shake off my daze.

To say I’d been shocked when I saw the girl from the
bookstore come through the door is the understatement of the
century. I’d turned my head to stare at her as she took her seat
next to me, unable to stop myself. She must have felt it, but
she’d refused to look at me, only spurring me on.

When she’d faced me, making direct eye contact, I
couldn’t explain the uncomfortable way my chest had
tightened. I’d looked away, forcing myself to relax, satisfied
that I had finally gotten her attention.

Why did I even care? Once again, I’d found myself getting
annoyed with the reactions she brought out of me, so I’d spent
the rest of class refusing to even look away from the professor.
And it proved to be harder than it should be.

When class ended, I’d wasted no time getting up and out
of that room. Nate and Sadie were already waiting for me so
we could all head over to practice together.

Nate had clapped me on the back, sending shock waves
through me. The guy is only a couple of inches taller than my
six feet, but he’s built like a brick house and even his joking
hits could take me out.



“Good, you’re out of class,” he says with relief. “Save me
from having to listen to Sadie talk about her “vision’ for the
Halloween show.”

I look at her. “Your vision?”

“Yeah.” She smiles proudly. “I’m thinking you boys can go
shirtless and wear masks. The girls in the crowd will go wild
for it and—"

“Babe, if you want to live out your mask kink, all you had
to do was ask,” Nate replies with a dirty grin.

I’d chuckled, while Sadie laughed harder than necessary
given what was said, and grabbed on to my arm. Nate had said
something else, but I didn’t hear him because at that exact
same moment, | noticed ser watching me from the classroom
door. My body had locked up with tension, even though my
heart was racing. Get your shit together.

I’d stared back at her blankly, hoping my bored expression
wouldn’t expose the actual chaos inside me. Sadie had noticed
I’d dropped out of the conversation and had followed my gaze.

For whatever reason, I hadn’t wanted Sadie looking at the
girl for too long.

“Sorry, no way in hell am I playing a show shirtless. 1|
don t care what your vision is.” I watch out of the corner of my
eye as the girl from the bookstore walks away.

Sadie leans in with a wink. “Dont worry, I’ve got time to
convince you.”

“There isn't enough time in the world to make me change
my mind.”

“Plus, Eli really doesnt have the build to play shirtless,”
Nate says with a laugh.

Sadie unnecessarily jumps to my defense, “Not true! Look
at Travis Barker—he acts like he doesn t even own a shirt.”

I’d tuned out their back and forth as my mind drifted back
to when the girl had realised she had to sit next to me.
Ironically, she had been just as flustered—and attractive—as
she was at the bookstore. I couldn’t help my amusement as



she’d stumbled into her chair. I'm starting to think this girl
may just be clumsy.

Her scent still somehow envelops me now; it was light,
floral and sweet, and so familiar. Why was it so familiar? It
reminded me of... of spring days back home and baking with
my mom in the kitchen as a kid—

My jaw clenches. The fact that my subconscious has
already dug up parts of my past I have tried to bury as a
consequence of just being near her tells me I should put space
between us. I refuse to let myself get caught up with anyone,
much less ser. She looks like the type of girl who wants to
find “the one,” not the kind who is down for a quick fuck. I’'m
no one’s Mr. Right. Thats for damn sure.

“Eli1?” Devin calls again.
I startle and give him my full attention.

“Sorry, just tired.” I reach out to grasp Devin’s extended
hand as he pulls me into a bro hug with a pat on the back.

I met him, Tristan and Nate during my gap year before I
started at UofW. I was bussing tables at Merchant and they
would come in after class, every Friday, without fail. I moved
up as a bartender and we all became friends, regularly hanging
out late into the night and watching the local bands that would
come in to play.

“How’s it going, man?”” Devin asks as he releases me.

“It’s been all right.” My heart races as I look over at my
drum kit on the stage, familiar excitement coursing through
me as | anticipate playing.

Technically, it’s not fully mine since I’ve only paid for half
of it, splitting the cost with Mickey, the owner of the bar.
When bands don’t want to haul their own equipment to the
bar, Mickey allows them to pay a rental fee and use it, but
given I co-own the drum kit, he lets me lug it around to any
basement shows we do. He also allows us to practise at the bar
and play the occasional show here. Our next big gig is on
Halloween night, which always pulls in a huge crowd at
Merchant. In the past, more popular bands always used to get



the slot but, this year, we are the bigger band, and getting to
play is monumental.

“How’ve things been with you?” I ask him back, not
wanting to go into details about my summer with my family.

I haven’t seen him since I left the city back in April. I feel
bad about abandoning the band during the summer. Although
they don’t know everything about the situation back home,
they understand that my dad needs help and that Elliot, my
little brother, isn’t a reliable source for it. The joy I felt
seconds ago at the idea of playing shutters as I think about
him. I promise myself to check in and text him tonight to see
how he’s doing, even though I’'m sure I won’t receive a reply.

Devin sighs. “Honestly, it’s been rough. Zara has been sick
for the last week, so it’s hectic at home, and work has been
mentally exhausting every single day.”

Zara is Devin’s two-year-old daughter; he and his
girlfriend, Alex, had her while they were still in school. Alex
was in her final year of university and Devin was in his third
year when they found out she was pregnant. They worked hard
as hell, being parents to a newborn while they finished their
degrees. I remember being envious of how much their families
had stepped in. If I’d been in their situation, my dad wouldn’t
have helped me out at all. Now, they’re both totally self-
sufficient. Devin works as a freelance graphic designer, which
gives him the flexibility to practise in the middle of the day
while the bar is closed, and Alex 1s a music teacher.

“Sorry to hear that, man. How’s Alex doing?”

He shakes his head. “Worse than me. I know she’s
exhausted, but the doctors say Zara should be turning the
corner soon, so we’re banking on that.”

“Let me know if you guys need anything, okay?”

“Will do, I appreciate it. I’'m guessing the guys told you
about the show at Dreamland?”

“Yeah.” I shrug my shoulders. “It was a long shot anyway,
but it would have been fun.”



Dreamland is another bar not too far from campus, and
they always throw a huge party the first weekend of the
semester. A live band performs, and we’d been vying for the
chance to play that night, but they decided to go in a different
direction; it’s nothing new but the rejection still stings.

“Okay, you guys ready?” Tristan calls out from where he
stands on the small stage.

He removes the black elastic band from his wrist to put his
hair up before grabbing his bass. Devin and I walk over to the
small stage and go to our separate areas.

Devin is the frontman for the group, he’s got the voice for
it and is the only one of us who can scream. I tried once and
lost my voice for a week. Vocalists who scream deserve a ton
of respect, it’s a crazy talent and requires a lot of control.
Merchant Revival isn’t a screamo band, but we definitely mix
pop-punk and post-hardcore styles, and where some bands
have two vocalists—one for screaming and the other for clean
vocals—Devin does it all.

The second I sit in front of the kit my whole body relaxes.
This 1s exactly what I needed today. We get started and I lose
myself in the beat of the music. It’s like we never took any
time off. Well, I guess technically the guys didn’t. I know they
practised without me a few times throughout the summer, but
we sound just as put together as we did months ago. The music
echoes through the empty lounge and I feel the bass line run
through my body as Devin growls into the mic.

I think back to when we started the band. It was rough, to
put it nicely.

One night, while watching a local group play, seemingly
out of nowhere, Devin had said, “We could be up there, ya

know.”

It wasn’t a question, I’m not even sure if he was serious at
the time or if it was just the beers in his system talking, but it
was true. All four of us could play the guitar, Tristan was good
on bass, and I could play the drums. We had enough musical
knowledge to get by as a band, and just like that, Merchant
Revival was born. It took us a minute to find our sound and



figure out our lyrics, but now we’ve got something really great
going on between the four of us. Our songs are good and
people actually come to our shows. The hope is that one day,
Merchant Revival could really be something, but at the
moment it feels like a pipe dream. Every band hopes to make
it big, but the percentage that do? Not so great.

Before 1 know it, an hour and a half has passed and it’s
time for me to get back to school for my next two classes. I get
ready to leave the bar as Devin and Tristan rehash some lyrics
from our newest song while Nate and Sadie talk marketing.
She handles our social media, thank fuck, because none of us

had the slightest interest in maintaining all the promotional
stuff.

The breeze is crisp and cool as I leave the building. I reach
into my pocket to grab my headphones out but come up empty.
I must have forgotten them at home today. I throw my head
back and curse my morning self. I never leave home without
them. Without music to distract me, my mind begins to
wander. I think about Elliot and my chest becomes tight, so I
shove those thoughts away for later. Then the image of a
certain curly-haired girl flashes through my mind again. She
always seems to be in some sort of distressed state, usually
because of her clumsiness. I can’t help but chuckle to myself.
As soon as the sound slips out, I’'m hit with an uncomfortable
feeling. Why does she keep crossing my mind the second I
don’t have a distraction to keep my emotions at bay? It makes
sense that I would worry about my brother, but why is she
plaguing my thoughts? I rack my brain for answers, though it’s
no use. I want to understand why she has me so wound up, but
I come to the conclusion that it’s better not to read into it too
much.

/

THREE HOURS and two classes later, I'm back home. I'm
exhausted as hell and ready to call it a night. Tristan made us



dinner and caught me up on some changes the guys made on
the lyrics to a song. I’'m not a great lyricist by any means,
Tristan and Dev tend to be the main writers for our music, but
I like to be as involved in the process as I can, even if they’re
just spitballing ideas off me. When we finish our food, the
guys decide to watch a movie, but I retreat to my room for the
evening. [ lie in bed and pull out my phone. I have one missed
text from Sadie asking if [ want to meet up. I ignore it.

I click on my brother’s name.

Me: Hey, how’s it going? Haven’t heard from you
in a bit. Hope everything is okay out there.

I press send and wait for a reply. I see three little dots at
the bottom of the screen, Elliot is actually replying for once,
but they disappear just as quickly. I stare at my phone for a
whole five minutes before I put it down, accepting that my
brother isn’t going to answer. It hasn’t always been like this
between us. We used to talk all the time, but when he turned
fifteen last year, it was like he flipped a switch, and turning
sixteen only made it worse. He’s always angry now and the
kids he hangs around are no good for him. I had tried talking
to him about it when I was home, but that just sparked a fight
between us.

I roll over onto my side, letting sleep take over, and the last
things I see behind my eyelids before I slip into
unconsciousness are brown eyes, curly hair, and full lips that |
can’t help but want to taste.
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I ’ve navigated through my first two weeks of school and
have only gotten lost a handful of times, so I call it a win.

I’m surprised at how fast time has flown by. I decided to
join Yazmine and Jaden in the photography club and found out
that I enjoy taking photos. All the people in the club were so
welcoming. And once I figured out how to hold the bulky
DSLR camera without having it shake, it turned out I’'m not
half bad at it. I still have lots to learn but I’ve loved taking the
opportunity to walk around the city to snap pictures. I even
tested out some different angles in a city park and wound up
with some nice shots.

When I’m not taking pictures, I’ve got classes to attend
and homework to do. Yaz and I hang out every day, sometimes
with Jaden as well, whom she swears is just a friend. Maybe
it’s strictly platonic on her end, but Jaden looks at her like she
hung the stars in place. I’ve tried pointing this out to Yazmine,
but she told me I was reading too much into it. Regardless,
these last few weeks have shown me that, away from my
closest friends and family, I can still have a full life. Of course,
I miss Stella like crazy. We have a standing weekly FaceTime
call and we text each other all the time, but I now know that I
can live on my own without having to lean on anyone else as a
crutch.

It’s nine a.m. on Tuesday morning and I’m getting ready
for class. So far, Art History is my favourite, Professor
Loughlin has been so engaging, which makes it easier to get
myself to class in the morning. As for the guy from the
bookstore... There have been no further awkward encounters;
in fact, we’ve been sitting on opposite ends of the classroom



since. Every once and a while, I catch myself sneaking glances
at him, and I chastise myself every time. He’s captivating,
even though I’m pretty sure he’s an asshole. A fact proven by
the few interactions we’ve had, which involved him laughing
at my expense. He may be attractive, but I refuse to let myself
become infatuated with someone who clearly sees me as a
joke.

When class i1s almost over, Loughlin explains our class
presentation.

He claps his hands together enthusiastically as he leans
against the whiteboard. “This class does not have a formal
midterm exam, as you all already know, but there will be a
project worth thirty percent of your mark. The presentation
will be done in pairs and is due in about a month, so I want to
encourage you all to pick your partners today and start
working on it as soon as possible.”

Partner work. Great. I’'m not against working on group
presentations but, in high school, it often meant that 1 would
be handling the majority of the assignment while everyone
else took credit. Having thirty percent of my final grade left in
the hands of someone I barely know seems like risky business,
but I can’t do anything about it. Hopefully, my partner pulls
their weight.

“Pick two different art displays, whether that be sculptures,
paintings, or portraits, from two different historical art periods,
and compare them. Each presentation should be twenty
minutes.” The class lets out a cumulative groan, but the prof
continues on, unfazed. “I would like to see you really dive into
the different aspects of the art periods. We’ve got ten minutes
left, so I’'ll leave you all to discuss amongst yourselves. If you
are unable to find a partner for your presentation, please
contact me through email or feel free to stop by during my
office hours.”

He walks to the desk and starts packing his stuff. There’s a
buzz in the room as students begin talking to each other in an
attempt to find their partners. I cautiously look around, hoping
to find someone who appears approachable when, all of a
sudden, a tall, blonde boy walks up to me.



“Hi, ’'m Thomas. Do you have a partner?” he asks. I can
see the hesitancy on his face as he wipes a palm on his jeans.
He’s cute and looks vaguely familiar. I realise that he’s in my
Intro to Canadian Politics class as well. His cheeks are flushed
as if this has sucked out all of his social abilities for the week.

“H1,” I reply, still trying to figure out where he appeared
from. “I’m Des and no, I don’t have—"" Before I can finish my
sentence, I feel warmth at my back, as if someone is standing
far too close. I’'m overwhelmed by the smell of pine and mint.

“Yeah, she has a partner,” a deep voice says from behind
me. [ don’t even need to turn around to know who it is and,
looking at Thomas’s face, I can tell he won’t even try to argue
with the person behind me.

He sputters and his pink cheeks turn red before he nods
and hurries off with a muttered, “Sorry, I didn’t realise.”

My annoyance sparks and, in no time at all, becomes a
flame of anger as I turn and find myself face to face with
Bookstore Guy. He’s watching me intently, his hands in his
pockets, and I stare at him for a beat too long before I
remember to speak.

“We are not partners,” I say matter-of-factly as I wave a
finger back and forth between us in a flustered attempt to
make it clear that I would rather work with the worst student
in class than with him. I’ve been doing my best to keep him
off my mind, with little success, and there’s no way that I’'m
now going to be subjected to working with him. Not if I can
help it.

“Pretty sure we are now,” he replies, his full lips stretching
into a smile that makes him even more attractive, if that’s even
possible. Who cares what he looks like? He. Is. An. Ass.

“That’s not how this works. Pretty sure Loughlin said we
were supposed to pick our partners, and I definitely didn’t pick
you.” My frustration mounts, and I look over my shoulder to
where Thomas ran off, wondering if it’s too late to claim him
as my partner.



When I spot him, he’s standing with another guy and it
seems like they’re about to exchange phone numbers. Damn it.
As I take in my surroundings, I realise that most of the class
has already left. When my eyes land back on Aim, he’s got a
smug look on his face, one that says he knows that my options
are now bleak. It’s either pair up with him or admit to the
professor I couldn’t find anyone. And if we both go to
Loughlin to declare we are partnerless, we’ll just be put
together. I swear under my breath.

“I must say, I’ve never had a stranger be so opposed to
talking to me before.” There’s a playful glint in his eye as if he
finds this whole interaction entertaining. “I’m Eli, by the way.
You know, in case you wanted to know your partner’s name.”

“One, I am not opposed to talking to you, but I am
opposed to being around people who seem to find
entertainment at my expense.” His expression loses its
amusement as he absorbs my words. “And two—I’m Desiree.”

[ feel as though I’'m admitting defeat by introducing
myself. He got what he wanted and now thirty percent of my
final grade rests in his hands. I don’t understand why he’s
doing this. This is the first time we’ve spoken and it’s not off
to a great start. So why demand we team up? Is there no one
else he would like to torture?

“Is 1t Desiree or Des?” Eli asks.

Huh?

“Des to friends and family. Desiree to everyone else,” I
reply quickly. He doesn’t seem to like that answer. His
eyebrow quirks up and his lips purse together as he bobs his
head.

“So, Thomas over there, he was a friend? ‘Cause your
friend,” he says in the most sarcastic way possible, “pretty
much ran in the opposite direction when I came over.”

“We could have been friends if you hadn’t interrupted,” I
huff. This whole exchange is exhausting and is taking up my
valuable time. I had hoped to go to the library and work on my
econ homework between classes.



“What about you and me? Could we be friends?” His eyes
darken as they focus on me.

The way he’s looking at me feels deeply personal, like he
can see right through me. I suck in a steadying breath and
force myself to meet his eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I guess we’ll see.” He pauses before pulling his
phone out of his back pocket. “Put your number in.”

“What? Why?”

Eli gives me a puzzled look as if he’s trying to figure out if
I’'m serious. He lets out a sigh. “So we can talk about the
presentation. Were you expecting us to communicate via
smoke signals?”

Right. 1 had already forgotten about the presentation. I take
the phone from his hand and put in my number before handing
it back. He looks at the contact information and smiles to
himself as he slips it into his pocket. We’re now the last two
people in the classroom.

He heads to the exit and, just as he reaches the door, turns
to glance at me out of the corner of his eye. “See you around,
Desiree.”

The way he says my full name sucks all the oxygen out of
the room and sends a shiver down my spine.

I make it to the library, but any hope I had of completing
my homework is gone. I replay the conversation in my head.
Why does Bookstore Guy—Eli—want to work with me? After
our conversation, I think he just enjoys getting under my skin.
The way he said my name sounded like both a threat and a
promise. But I’m just not sure of what. I spend all of Calculus
thinking it over, barely even paying attention to the lecture.

Yaz is in the kitchen when I get home.

“Everything okay?” she asks, looking up from the apple
she’s chopping.

Everything is certainly not okay. Although I don’t know
why. I’'m spiraling about who my partner is for a project,
which is silly, but it somehow feels like more. I might be



going crazy but I need to talk about this with someone. While
Yaz stands with the kitchen knife still in hand, I spill
everything, from the first time I saw Eli at the bookstore to
how he became my partner today. By the time I’'m done, I feel
a rush of relief. I hadn’t realised how much I needed to tell
someone what I had been keeping inside since I first laid eyes
on him.

Yazmine bursts out laughing. “Oh my god, Des,” she says
as she tries to catch her breath. “How is this the first I’'m
hearing of this?”

I shrug. “There was nothing to tell before today. What was
I going to say? There’s a strange guy on campus who likes to
laugh at me? It was hardly worth mentioning.”

She puts the apple slices on a plate and gestures for me to
join her in the living room. When we both sit down, she hits
me with a sharp stare.

“Are you into him?”

“No.” I reply, but my voice doesn’t sound too confident.
“There’s nothing to like, I don’t even know him.”

“Okay,” she says, drawing out the word. “But you are
attracted to him.”

“No.” I keep my tone firm. “He is objectively attractive, |
guess, but he is also rude, sarcastic, and presumptuous which
cancels everything else out.”

Yaz smiles like she knows a secret and grabs the remote,
turning on the TV. “If you say so.”



couldn’t help myself.

I’ve spent the last two weeks in a bad mood because I
just can’t stop this insane attraction I have to Desiree; even
from across the classroom my eyes always seem to settle on
her. It’s as if she calls to me without even trying. As Professor
Loughlin explained the class presentation, the thought of
pairing up didn’t even cross my mind, but when I saw that
blonde Austin-Butler-wannabe go up to her, I got irritated. Of
course he wanted to work with her. I watched him approach
Desiree, stumbling over his words, and my annoyance only
grew stronger when I saw that she was embracing it. Before |
knew it, my legs were moving toward them and I’d claimed
her as my partner. I don’t know what came over me; all I knew
was that I wouldn’t have a moment of peace over the next
month if she was going to be working closely with him.
Smiling at him, laughing with him.

I’'m not the possessive type of guy. I’ve also never had
anyone I’ve wanted to possess. But somehow, I’'m greedy for
all of her smiles, her scent, and her outright clumsiness. Just
because I want those things, though, doesn’t mean I get them.
In fact, it seems like I get the exact opposite because the
second she turned away from her “friend” Thomas to face me,
the gentle smile on her face was replaced with a frown and a
look of frustration. If she was annoyed, it had nothing on how
I felt when she told me her name is Desiree. My jaw tightens
again at the thought, and my hands curl into fists in my
pockets. As if [ hadn’t just heard her tell blondie that her name
was Des. He gets the “friends and family” nickname, but I get
the government name. Cool. I'm frustrated with myself for



feeling this way over something so trivial and, since I marched
over and essentially pissed a circle around her, I can hardly
claim that I don’t care. Something else to be irked about.

By the time I walk out of the classroom, my neck and
shoulders are tight with stress as I try to figure out what the
hell happened to me back there. I’'m so caught up in my head
that [ don’t even notice Nate walking toward me in the hall.

“Woah, dude,” he says as put his hand out to stop us from
a full-frontal collision. “You good?”

His words snap me out of my mental spiral. “Yeah, I'm
fine,” I reply, trying to convince myself as much as him. “I
was just thinking about a presentation I need to work on for
class.”

He nods, seemingly appeased by my answer. “I’ve got a
meeting with my advisor in...” He looks down at his phone.
“Two minutes. It shouldn’t take too long, but I’'ll be late to
practice.”

“I’1l let the others know,” I tell him as we part ways.

When I get to Merchant, Tristan and Devin are deep in
conversation at a table close to the stage and Mickey is
standing behind the bar, poring over some receipts. I tell the
guys that Nate is running late before I head to the bar to grab a
beer.

“It’s barely noon,” Mickey replies when I ask him for a
drink.

“It’s been that kind of day.” Neither of us speaks while he
gets my beer and I stew in my thoughts.

“So are you going to tell me what happened or am I going
to have to pry it out of you?” Mickey asks as he hands me a
frosted glass of Original 19. His grey hair is combed back,
displaying the deep set of wrinkles on his face. I take a long
swig of the cold beer and spill all my thoughts to him.

“And now”—I swipe a hand over my face, trying to cool
myself down with the condensation from the glass—*“instead
of staying away from her, we’re paired up for the class
project.” And who's fault is that?



Mickey gives a low whistle. “Sounds like this girl has got
you wound up,” he says with a chuckle. “I remember Salley
used to get under my skin like no one else.”

I stop him. “Desiree is not my Salley.”

Salley was Mickey’s wife of twenty-five years; she died in
a tragic hit-and-run car accident five years ago. Although I
never met her, I feel like I know her. Mickey has a Salley story
for every situation, and her picture hangs proudly on the wall
of the bar. She meant the world to him, so I can say with
assurance that there is no way in hell Desiree means the same
to me.

He laughs. “Whatever you say, son.” I, however, do not
find the joke funny. I'm cut off from telling him just how
wrong he’s got it when Nate walks into the bar, closing the
door louder than necessary.

“That didn’t take long,” I say to him as I take a sip of my
beer.

“Yeah, it was pretty quick,” he replies, but he looks
disappointed. “The advisor told me I won’t be able to graduate
on time. Even if I take spring courses, I’ll need an extra
semester.”

“Sorry, man, that blows.”

He shrugs. “It’s fine. Five years instead of four isn’t the
end of the world,” he replies although his voice sounds far
from fine. “I just wish I hadn’t spent so much of first year
fucking around, you know?”

I understand his frustration. Nate is the biggest jokester
you will ever meet. He’s the life of the party and you can
always sense when he enters a room; his presence just takes up
space and people are naturally drawn to him. He’s also the
hardest worker I’ve ever met. The guy pulls straight As in
every single one of his classes with minimal effort as far as I
can tell. It wasn’t always that way, though. First-year Nate was
a party animal. From the stories Tristan has told, Nate only
took half a course load and couldn’t be bothered to attend
classes. He’s been trying to play catch up ever since using



spring courses, but I guess even that isn’t enough at this point.
I feel for him, knowing all of his hard work isn’t enough this
time around.

“I should have taken a gap year like you did,” he
continues. “Given myself a better chance at figuring out what I
wanted to do.”

I shake my head. “I only did that because I needed to work
before I started school.”

“So you always knew you wanted to study philosophy?”’

I laugh, louder than intended, and run a hand through my
hair. “No. I picked it because 1 heard it was easy to bullshit
your way to an A.”

“Then I should have done that instead,” he retorts with an
amused grin.

“Nah, teaching is perfect for you, man. Don’t doubt
yourself.”

“You never know. If the band takes off, maybe I won’t
have to spend my future corralling kids for a living.”

“Sure as hell would be nice, because fuck if I know what
I’m going to do with this degree once graduation hits,” I reply
as I stand up. “But to get there, we should probably start this
practice.”

He chuckles and walks over to his guitar. I sit behind the
drums and instantly feel more at ease. This is where 1 feel my
best, most of the time at least. The music starts and I let my
brain and muscle memory take over as I play. I do everything
in my power to focus on the present, yet in between songs, my
mind still drifts back to Aer. At the end of practice, I don’t feel
much better, and I’'m still faced with a major problem: I can’t
get Desiree out of my head. Music has always been my escape,
whether I’'m playing or listening to it. I tried my best to get
lost in the beat, and I still left out of sorts.

Back on campus, I move through my next two classes in a
fog. I struggle to remember the last time a girl had me this
affected. Maybe in fifth grade? I don’t like it one bit. I’ve
pulled my phone out about ten times since my lectures ended,



just staring at her contact information and contemplating when
or if I should text her. It’s pathetic.

In an effort to further get out of my head, I offer to cook
dinner for everyone. The guys’ shock is mildly insulting. It’s
not like I don’t know how to cook, I just prefer ordering in if
the option 1s presented. Tristan offers to help, but I think it’s
because he’s not sure if [ know how to chop vegetables. I prep
the turkey burgers Nate convinced us to buy the other day
“because they’re healthier” and, while 1 wait for the grill to
preheat, pull out my phone for the hundredth time today.

Fuck it. T’ just text her. She needs to have my number for
the presentation anyway.
Me: Hey
My mouth feels dry, it took way too long to draft the
message; [ kept flipping between “Hey” or “Hi.”

We have dinner and then riff on our guitars for a while,
and I never once check my phone. I don’t want to risk
throwing it against the wall if she hasn’t responded yet. When
Nate suggests we play the newest Madden game, 1 decide to
give in and have a look.

I have two notifications.
My heart rate skyrockets, and I try to calm myself down as
the guys get the PlayStation set up.

Desiree: Hi

Desiree: Is this Eli?

I read the messages, but just as I’m about to respond,
Tristan calls out. “Eli, you good, man?”

“Yeah, why?” I respond. Except you havent been good all
day. I itch to look back down at my phone.

“I’ve just never seen you smile at your phone so hard
before,” Tristan teases. “Did a girl send you nudes or
something?”



“Let me see,” says Nate as he walks over to the couch.

I quickly lock my phone screen and lay it face down on my
lap.

“No one sent me nudes.” I turn to Nate. “And if someone
had, do you really think I would show you?” He just shrugs
and gives me a smirk.

Was I really over here smiling at my phone like some
twelve-year-old boy with a schoolyard crush?

1I'm so fucked.
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That was the first text I got from Eli. Not a “Sorry I
was such an ass” or “I shouldn’t have said we were partners
when we weren’t.”

No. I just get a Hey.
I text back, figuring I should at least confirm it’s him.

Hours go by without a response. I'm beginning to think
that maybe someone texted the wrong number when my phone
vibrates with a new notification.

Unknown: Were you expecting a text from
someone else?

Unknown: Thomas, maybe?

I roll my eyes as I save his contact.

Me: No, you stepped in before he could give me
his number.

Three dots appear instantly this time.

Eli: He didn’t want to give it to you badly enough,
then.

Me: And you did?
My pulse picks up as I wait for his answer. All the blood in

my body feels like it’s congregating in my cheeks when my
phone buzzes again.



Eli: Nah, | saw an opportunity to mess up his
game, and | took it. Didn’t take much, honestly.

So this was all a game to him. Of course, it was just some
weird attempt to embarrass me.

I let out a loud growl which startles Yaz, who is editing
photos on her laptop on the opposite end of the couch.

“What’s up?” she asks, giving me her full attention. Rather
than explain my exasperation, I show her the text exchange.

“Ha!” She lets out a choked laugh. “He’s clearly into you.”

“What he’s into 1s embarrassing me,” 1 reply as she hands
me back my phone. “Oh, and let’s not forget how much he
loves laughing at me. He can’t help but get his jollies
bothering me.”

Yazmine stares at me blankly. “Get his jollies? Who says
that?” She sputters as her laughter begins again.

“Whatever, you know what I mean.” 1 lie down,
exasperated. “Now I have to work with him.”

“All I’'m saying is that I can tell when a guy likes someone,
it’s my sixth sense,” she says as she brings her fingers to her
temples with more confidence and seriousness than a
ridiculous remark like that warrants.

I give her a deadpan look. “But you can’t see the obvious
signs that Jaden is head over heels for you?”

“There’s nothing to see. He’s my friend, that’s all,” she
replies hastily.

“Whatever you and your sixth sense say.” 1 give her a
wink, thankful that the conversation has moved past the absurd
thought of Eli being interested in me. We aren’t kids on a
playground. If he was interested, he should have just said that.
Trying to humiliate me is not the way to do it. I can’t wait for
this presentation to be done.

My phone buzzes again.

Eli: So when should we start working on the
presentation?



I hesitate. I’'m tempted to ignore him.

Me: What are you doing Thursday after class?

Eli: | have practice.

Practice? What kind of practice? 1 hadn’t pegged him for
an athlete, but what do I know? I’'m definitely not asking him.
The only time I watch sports is when Dad and Dom take the
living room TV hostage, and even then, I spend the whole time
on my phone. I wouldn’t even know what to say to him. Not
that [ want to chat with him—

Eli: My evening class on Thursday ends at five.
Can we meet after?

Me: Sure. The Next Plate at five fifteen?

Eli: Sounds good, see you there.

I sigh, ignoring the way my heart races at the thought of
spending an evening with Eli. Just as I finish getting ready for
bed, another text comes in.

Eli: Goodnight, Desiree.

I can’t explain why his goodnight makes my stomach
launch up to my throat. Suddenly, it feels like I’ve stepped into
sinking sand, and I worry that all the push and pull between us
just may drag me down.

/

Berore I kNow 1T, it’s Thursday morning. Yesterday passed
by in a flash, and as much as I want to convince myself that
I’m not nervous about meeting up with Eli, I know it’s a lie.
We haven’t texted since the other night. Up until this point,
our interactions have been limited to looks across rooms or



passive-aggressive remarks, but today, we’ll be forced to
really talk to each other. It will be about art history, but sti/l.

I woke up earlier than usual and so I take my time to get
ready. The smell of coffee lures me into the kitchen after I'm
done, and I find Yazmine already up and sipping from her
mug.

She takes in my outfit and smirks. “Someone’s dressed up
for class.”

Rather than just jeans and a T-shirt, I’ve chosen a white top
with a square neck, and long puffy sleeves made of thin, sheer
material, paired with black leather pants and my black booties.

“Sometimes a girl just wants to dress up. Is that such a
crime?” I reply innocently, shrugging my shoulders. “Plus, I
want to break these new pants in.”

Her smirk turns into a wolf-like smile. “And it has nothing
to do with seeing Eli today, right?”

I blush, reaching for the coffee pot to fill my travel mug.
“Nope, not at all.”

b

“Whatever you say,’
home between classes?”

she sing-songs. “Are you coming

I shake my head. “No, I’'m going to the library after.” My
micro econ midterm is in a couple of weeks, and I still have no
idea what’s going on.

“Well, I want a full report this evening then.”

Y,

WHEN I waLK INTO cLAss, I take my normal seat and, before I
can stop myself, look across the room to where Eli typically
sits, but he hasn’t arrived yet. Ten minutes pass and he still
doesn’t appear. The professor begins his lecture on the Rococo
period, and I berate myself for even looking out for him. He
skipped class, so what?



At that exact moment, he walks through the door, not at all
flustered by his late entrance. Instead of taking his normal
seat, he cuts across the classroom, heading in my direction, his
gaze locked on mine. My head feels light and I have to remind
myself to take a deep breath.

He plants himself in the seat right next to me, leaning in to
whisper in my ear. “What’d [ miss?”

The hair on the back of my neck stands up, the skin his
breath touched feeling like it’s on fire. “Nothing much,” I
mutter, afraid that if [ say more, something stupid will come
out.

Every once in a while, Eli fidgets in his chair and his knee
bumps into my leg. Each time feels like a bolt of lightning, but
I don’t move my gaze from the front of the class. I pretend that
I’'m entranced by today’s lecture topic but, in all honesty, I
have no idea what the prof is talking about. Eli’s presence next
to me is all-consuming.

When class ends, we both stand up at the same time. | turn
to face him and he’s already looking down at me. I open my
mouth to speak, unsure of what to say, but he beats me to it.

“I’1l text you when I’'m on my way later.” The cocky smirk
that I’ve seen pretty often in the last month forms on his face.

I nod my head. My tongue feels thick in my mouth and my
cheeks are warm. I fight the urge to press my cold hands
against them. Eli follows me out and we walk in silence to the
door. When we exit the room, I’'m faced with the girl with
black hair and tattoos. I haven’t seen her since that first week
of school. He has a girlfriend, | remind myself.

Remembering Yazmine’s words about Eli having feelings
for me, I feel vindicated. She couldn’t have been more wrong,
and if this girl is his type, I’'m certainly not. He hasn’t done a
single thing to make me think that he even likes me as a
friend, much less anything more. And the feeling is mutual.

When the girl sees him, she shifts off the wall, her eyes
bouncing from me to Eli before landing back on me. I move
over a bit to create more space between him and me. He



glances at me, noticing my action, then looks over at her. I feel
stuck, not sure if I should walk with him to greet her or walk
away.

Deciding that cowardice is the best option, I address Eli.
“See you later.” I hope my voice sounds a lot more relaxed
than I feel. “Have a good game!” I add with a wave. He looks
a little confused and it makes me think he’s already forgotten
about our plan to meet later.

“See you later,” he responds, still sounding puzzled.

I turn and head to the library, my cheeks flaming.

Y,

AT FIVE 0’cLock, I get a text from Eli, letting me know that
he’s on his way to the cafe. I stayed on campus all day and
tried my absolute best to study, but I found myself getting
distracted way too often by my phone, and thoughts of Aim.

Giving up on studying altogether, I walked around campus
and tried to call Stella, but it went straight to voicemail. She
texted me fifteen minutes later to let me know that she would
call me back soon. I let out a disappointed sigh, Stella and I
seemed to be growing more distant lately. I knew it would be
hard, with the time difference and school keeping us busy, but
I had hoped we would be able to talk more often.

I get to the restaurant and find Eli already seated at a table
in the back corner by the window. I walk over to join him.
When he sees me, the frustrated look on his face says he
would rather be anywhere else which is confusing because,
girlfriend or not, he basically forced me into being his partner.
I thought we’d be able to get along for at least as long as we
have to work on the presentation.

“Hey,” I say as I approach him. “How’s it going?”

“Good,” he says, and the word sounds forced, like it pains
him to talk to me. I sit down and take in my surroundings. It’s



not too busy, but there are a few people seated at tables
throughout the restaurant.

“Okay,” I say, drawing the word out. “Let’s talk about the
two periods we want to discuss for the presentation.” Since
small talk isn’t in the cards for tonight at this point, I would
like to go home sooner rather than later. “I was thinking
Rococo versus Renaissance?”” I suggest.

“Yeah, that sounds good to me,” he replies, although his
demeanour and voice suggest that he really doesn’t care at all.

I let out a deep breath. “Which one do you want to do?”
He shrugs. “I’'m good with either one.”

I stare at him in disbelief. He’s leaning back against the
chair, bouncing his knee and looking around the cafe as if he
can’t wait to leave when this was all his idea in the first place.

I close my laptop. “Look, I get that this isn’t the most
exciting project, but you’re the one who strong-armed me into
being your partner.” My voice comes out sharp. “You could at
least pretend to give a shit.”

He looks at me, raising his eyebrows at my snappy retort.
But I don’t care. I’'m so over his attitude. If he didn’t want to
work on this with me, he should have let me partner up with
someone else.

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “It’s been a long day,
okay?” he replies. It’s not an apology, but he truly looks
exhausted. “Let’s do this,” he says with a sigh.

I roll my shoulders back, determined to get through this. I
pull out my textbook and lay it on the table, but there isn’t
enough room and it falls to the floor of the restaurant with a
loud thud. I look around and register that no one around is
paying attention. I avoid Eli’s gaze, but I hear a chuckle of
laughter. I reach down to pick it up, but he gets to it before I
do, handing it over to me. Our eyes lock as his hand grazes
mine. My skin tingles where his calloused fingertips touched
me. [ have no idea how long we’ve been looking at each other
when the waitress approaches our table.



“Hi, I'm Carly,” she says enthusiastically, and we pull
away from each other. When had we gotten so close? “Can I
get you guys anything to drink?” I hold Eli’s gaze before
turning my attention to the waitress. Her eyes linger on Eli, but
he’s busying himself with his own notebook and doesn’t
appear to notice. I feel a flutter of something uncomfortable in
my stomach as she openly peruses him.

A part of me wants him to look at me again, something in
that moment had felt different. The other part of me feels smug
that he’s giving Carly no attention, despite the fact that she’s
ogling him without an ounce of shame.

“I’11 just have water,” he replies, running his hand through
his hair.

She nods and then—with clear reluctance—turns to face
me.

“I’ll have an 1ced tea.”

She scribbles on her notepad and leaves, but not before
giving Eli another look. He glances at me again, but there’s no
longer any emotion or heat behind it. He lets out a sigh. “I’'m
going to the bathroom.”

Once he’s gone, I put my head in my hands as soon as he
leaves. How are we going to get through this?

“Not crying again, are you?” I lift my head and see Tristan,
the guy from the elevator, smiling down at me.

I let out a choked laugh and shake my head, thankful to
have a normal person to converse with.

“No tears yet.”
“How have the first few weeks of school been?”

“It’s been good, actually. I joined the photography club and
I’ve been making friends, and I /ove my roommate.” I smile at
him, already feeling more at ease. “How about you?”

“Classes are kicking my ass.” He grimaces and we both
laugh. “Actually, that’s why I’m here,” he continues. “I wanted
to grab a cup of coffee before I start studying for midterms.



You come to get some work done?” he asks, eyeing the closed
laptop on the table.

I think of the presentation with Eli and his confusing mood
swings. It doesn’t seem like a whole lot is going to get
accomplished with the two of us. Not if he refuses to open his
mouth to actually communicate. Looks like another group
project where I’ll have to do all of the work.

I groan in frustration. “Yeah, I'm working on a
presentation with a partner for Art History. He’s a complete
ass though. I already need a break from school and it’s only
been three weeks.”

Tristan gives me a sympathetic smile, a touch of pity in his
eyes. Both times he’s seen me, I’ve either been having a
breakdown or looked like I was on the verge of one.

“Hey!” he says, as if remembering something. “Why don’t
you come to my band’s show next week?”

I’m stunned.

“You’re in a band?” is the only reply I can come up with.
I’m not sure what I thought someone in a band looked like, but
it wasn’t Tristan. He just seems so clean-cut.

He chuckles. “Don’t sound so shocked. Yeah, we’re
playing a basement show next Friday if you want to come.”

“A basement show,” I repeat, as I attempt to figure out
how the hell that even works.

A grin spreads across his face. “Don’t worry, it’s not half
as sketchy as it sounds. Think of it as an extremely small
venue. It gives us a chance to play since we can’t always
afford a bigger stage, and we make a couple of bucks.”

I try to picture myself standing around in someone’s
basement for the night, listening to music I don’t know. It
sounds boring, but Tristan is so nice and he seems quite
excited.

“Okay,” I agree. “Is 1t all right if I bring a friend?”
Hopefully, I can rope Yaz into coming with me.



“Yeah, for sure.” Tristan nods. “Here, put your number in
my phone, and I’ll text you the address for the show.” I do as
he says, and I’'m hit with a flashback of doing the same with
Eli’s phone just a few days ago. At least this time, I don’t feel
sick about it.

Just then, Eli1 walks back to the table. A look of confusion
1s fixed on his face as he stares at Tristan.

“What are you doing here?”



hen I come out of the bathroom, I’m confused to find

Tristan chatting to Desiree as if they know each other.

She’s looking up at him, a big smile on her face, and a
flare of annoyance that I have no right to feel runs through me.
I know I’ve been a dick this evening, barely talking to her
when she tried to make conversation.

For the first time in the last few weeks, my bad mood has
very little to do with her, or at least it’s not al/l about her. I left
to go to the bathroom and try to get myself under control. I
swear | never used to have this problem. My emotions were
always under lock and key. Something snapped that day in the
bookstore, which is ridiculous because we didn’t even speak.
Now, seeing her chum it up with one of my best friends makes
my chest feel like it’s on fire.

“What are you doing here?” I ask Tristan. When 1 get to
the table, I’'m sure I look as confused as I feel.

How does he know Desiree? If it were anyone else, I
would think he was hitting on her, but Tristan is so fiercely
loyal to his girlfriend, I know there’s no way. But why is she
handing his phone back to him? Did she give him her number?
My mind is buzzing, as it always seems to do when I’'m near
her.

“Hey, 1 just stopped by to pick up a coffee,” he replies,
seemingly oblivious to my own confusion. “So you’re
Desiree’s partner then?”

I nod. I don’t think I can form a single sentence right now.
Desiree, however, appears appropriately perplexed.



“You two know each other?” she asks, her eyes darting
between us.

“We’re roommates,” I respond.

Her eyes go wide as saucers. She looks like one of those
tiny animals on National Geographic who always end up
cornered by much larger prey. We’re both staring at each other,
and I’m trying to figure out why she looks so surprised.

Tristan nods, looking in Desiree’s direction. “Anyway, [’ve
got to go hit the books, but I’ll see you around.”

I take my seat at the table. There’s a moment of silence at
the table before I cave. “You and Tristan are friends?” I ask,
hoping that I don’t sound too curious, but what the fuck?

“Not friends.” She pauses. “Friendly? 1 guess...” Her
words trickle off as if she feels like she may have said too
much.

I fold my arms in front of my chest and lean back against
the chair. “Friendly? What does that even mean?”

“It means—" She rolls her eyes. “We met once before and
he was nice. That’s all. Can we get back to the project now?”

Something about the way she emphasised “nice” really
gets under my skin. It’s as if she’s comparing me to Tristan,
and 1s letting me know that I don’t measure up.

“He’s got a girlfriend you know,” I mutter.
Immediately, I realise that this was the wrong thing to say.

Desiree’s eyes narrow as she shifts in her seat so that she
can lean in closer. “Yes. I know,” she growls, and although
she’s angry, I’ll be damned if it isn’t the cutest thing I’ve
heard.

“Listen, as you said, you’ve had a long day and you’re
making mine feel one hundred times longer, so let’s just wrap
this up. How about you handle the Rococo period and I'll do
the Renaissance. We can meet sometime next week to review
what we’ve got.” She’s already packing up her stuff before I
can even utter a response.



“Okay,” I reply, immediate regret for being such an asshole
washing over me. I stand at the same time as her, but she
refuses to meet my gaze.

“I’m going to run to the bathroom before I go,” she says in
a rush, almost looking panicked.

“I can watch your stuff while you’re gone if you want,” I
offer, still hoping to get her to stay.

She looks at me as if I’ve grown two heads. 1 guess I
deserve that; it’s not like I’ve gone out of my way to be kind to
her.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll talk to you next week.”

She runs off to the bathroom, and I can’t help but feel like
I’m the one she’s running away from.

Y,

I sPEND the entire walk back from the restaurant in a fog. I’ve
had the worst day and it doesn’t seem to be getting any better.

I decided earlier to cut things off with Sadie and, honestly,
I feel like shit about it. But it had to be done.

The two of us had planned to go to Merchant after class.
When I left the classroom with Desiree, Sadie was waiting for
me. I’d walked over to her and she’d grabbed onto my arm,
leaned in close and asked if I wanted to meet up this evening.

It’s been weeks since I last hooked up with her, though not
due to her lack of trying. Every time she’d ask, I’d give some
half-assed excuse as to why I couldn’t. In reality, things were
getting too complicated with her to continue. What I always
appreciated about Sadie was that she never had any real
interest in being more than friends with benefits. Lately, I’d
gotten the sense that she wanted more. And I don’t do more.

Then, there’s the whole situation with Desiree. She’s been
in my every waking thought, which is ridiculous. 1 barely



know her and she’s made it pretty clear that she doesn’t want
anything to do with me. The other night, when we were texting
and she’d asked whether I wanted to give her my number, I
froze and told her that I just wanted to mess with her and
Thomas. I couldn’t admit I’d done it because I didn’t like the
idea of her being with some other guy. That would have made
me sound insane. It makes me feel insane.

And my last attempt to get her off my mind by sleeping
with Sadie hadn’t made anything better; it had been a
temporary fix that had left me worse off by the time I got
home.

“I'cant,” I reply as we walk out of the building. I point my
thumb over my shoulder in the direction Desiree went. “I’ve
got to meet up with my partner for a class project.”

Sadie nods like she understands and immediately tries
again. “Tomorrow?”

“No, I don t think so.”

She looks at me out of the side of her eye and stops
walking. “Listen, Eli, if you're hooking up with someone else,
1'd rather you just say that.”

We had never been exclusive. I know she’s hooked up with
other guys over the last couple of years, and I’ve been with
other girls, too, but we always ended up back in bed with each
other.

“I’'m not sleeping with anyone else. I'm just thinking that
this may not be the best idea anymore,” I admit with a sigh,
exhausted from making up excuses.

Sadie stays silent for a minute before taking a deep inhale.
I can tell she'’s formulating her next words carefully.

“Okay. Yeah, thats fine. This was never serious, anyway.
We were just convenient. 1 was just convenient.”

While the implication that I was just using her wasn’t true,
it didn’t stop the wave of guilt that washed over me.

“It wasn't about convenience,” I say. “I just dont want
this to get complicated. We're friends first. I don 't want to lose



that.”

She purses her lips and sweeps her hair over one shoulder,
the look she gives me colder than 1'd ever seen. “Yeah, of
course. Friends.” She pauses. “Tell the guys I'm skipping
practice. I just remembered I have a paper due on Monday
that I haven t started yet.”

I sigh. “Come on, Sade. This doesnt change anything.”

“No. It doesnt, does it?” She shakes her head and
sidesteps me to walk in the opposite direction. “See you later,
EL”

I had always hoped that this thing between us would end
amicably. Now I’m not sure, but I do value Sadie’s friendship,
so I hope we can sort this out with time. Regardless, the whole
encounter had put me in a shit mood for the day, one I couldn’t
shake even by being in close proximity to Desiree. And it
doesn’t help when I realise that my attraction to her may just
be part of the problem.

On top of all that, I’'m worried about Elliot. I still haven’t
heard back from him since that text I sent him weeks ago.
When I called home and asked Dad how he was doing, all 1
got was a grunt and a “you know how teenagers are.”

I do know how teenagers are, but I also know that Dad
isn’t doing shit to try to make sure that Elliot is okay. I'm
worried that if someone doesn’t rein him in soon, he could get
into a lot more trouble than a couple of after-school detentions.

As soon as I get through the door of the apartment, I call
out to Tristan.

He pokes his head out of his room. “Back already?”

“Yeah, Desiree had to leave.” I keep it vague, not wanting
to admit that my attitude was the reason she almost bolted out
of the door. “Listen,” I start, unsure how to phrase the question
without sounding like I’ve lost my mind but damn it, I am
losing my mind. “How do you know Desiree? Do you guys
have a class together or something?”

He opens his door all the way and leans against the frame,
his eyebrow furrowed, clearly surprised that this is what I want



to talk about.

“No? She was crying in the elevator a while back.” He
shrugs. “I talked to her for a bit. Why?

Wait, what? A picture of Desiree’s beautiful eyes filled
with tears makes my stomach drop. I have the irrational urge
to fix whatever it was that upset her. What is happening to me?

“When was this?” My head hurts as I try to make sense of
everything after the day I’ve had. I can’t decide if I need a
late-night coffee or to go to bed early.

“A week or two before classes started, I think?” He still
looks mystified as to why I’m asking about any of this. “She
was upset about her parents leaving or something. I’'m not
sure, I was coming in and she was heading up to her
apartment, crying. I tried to cheer her up a bit. She seemed
nice.”

I need to sit down. He met her in our building, going up to
her apartment. She lives here. Of course she does. I laugh out
loud while Tristan watches me with confusion, his head tilting
to the side. This girl—who I didn’t even know existed until a
few weeks ago—is suddenly everywhere I turn. I walk to the
living room and sit on the couch as my mind processes. Tristan
follows me.

“She lives in this apartment block?” The question comes
out somewhere between a croak and a groan. I tilt my head
back and rub my hands against my face. Her Olympic-track-
runner exit makes sense. When I said that Tristan and I were
roommates, she must have realised what that meant. She was
so shocked to find that the asshole from class lives in her
building, she basically sprinted away. I’m an idiot.

“Yeah, didn’t you guys walk back together?” he asks.
I just shake my head.

She lives here. We 're in the same damn building.
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I "Il admit it wasn’t my most mature response. I hid in the
bathroom, waiting for what I thought was the appropriate

amount of time for Eli to leave the cafe. Thankfully, I
didn’t spot him on my walk back, so I guess I succeeded in
letting him get far enough ahead. I know my reaction was a
little bit ridiculous, but when I realised that we lived in the
same building, my mind went haywire. He’d been an asshole
all evening and the last thing I wanted was to walk back home
with him. Of all the place I could live in, of course it’s the
same as his. Just my luck. I know it’s not logical, but as long as
he doesn’t know that we’re in the same building, I can pretend
it’s not true.

When I close the front door, Yaz jumps off the couch like a
shark who smells blood in the water.

“So, how did it go?” she asks in a sing-songy voice. |
swear she’s six seconds away from batting her eyelashes.

“It was fine,” I respond, letting as little emotion as possible
show on my face as I put my bag down.

“Des, I swear to god, if you don’t tell me what happened
on your date tonight, I will lock myself in my room and go on
a hunger strike,” she threatens.

I can’t help but laugh at her theatrics. If she ever decides to
give up photography, she could give drama a serious go.

“It wasn’t a date,” 1 say, still chuckling. “And there’s
barely anything to tell. He was a complete asshole for about
ninety-five percent of the time we were there.”



“What about the other five percent?” she asks, shimmying
her shoulders toward me.

“The other five percent was filled with me quite literally
trying to escape the situation.” I shrug my shoulders. She
looks deflated, I can tell she had been hoping that there would
be more to the story, and I decide to put her out of her misery.

“There is one thing though.” 1 pause to collect my
thoughts. “He, um, well, he lives here,” I stutter.

She grabs my hand and pulls us over to the couch to sit.
She crosses her legs and focuses on me.

Yazmine’s eyes open so wide, I swear I see where they
connect to the back of her head. “Here, as in this building?!” I
nod and she squeals. “Oh, my god! Des, way to bury the lede!”

I sigh. Really. What are the chances? 1 think back to that
night when I thought I saw him picking up a food delivery on
the fourth floor and realise that, despite my wishes, it couldn’t
have been anyone else. My life is a joke. He’s just one floor
below us.

“Could this be any more perfect?” she continues. “It’s like
a rom-com, but better, because this is real life. I still think he
sounds like he’s into you, even if he’s a bit of a dick.”

“Relax,” I say, holding my hand up to silence her excited
squeals. Yazmine takes the opportunity to gulp in some very
much needed oxygen. “He isn’t into me.” 1 put air quotes
around those last two words. “And I’m pretty sure he has a
girlfriend anyway.”

Her face falls. “What?”

I tell her about the girl with tattoos I’ve seen with him.
“Maybe it’s his sister?”” she asks weakly.

I shake my head. “They were way too close to be siblings.”

“I don’t know,” she rebuffs. “Some families are just super
close. Have you ever seen those ‘dating or siblings’
pictures...? It’s harder to guess than you would think.”



“It should never be that hard to guess.” I exaggerate a
shiver. “There’s more, his roommate was at the cafe too, and it
turns out I already knew him.”

I go over how I met Tristan right before school started, the
time I thought I saw Eli in the fourth-floor hall, and everything
that happened at the cafe this evening.

“Tristan’s in a band and we re going to see their show next
Friday.”

“I’m down!” She claps her hands together. “What kind of
music do they play? We’ll have to dress accordingly. We need
to go shopping before the show, and I bet Eli will be there, you
can show him what he’s missing out on.” She winks.

Ugh. 1 hadn’t thought of that, but she’s right. They’re
roommates and probably friends, so there’s a good chance that
Eli will be at the show. I consider if it’s too late to back out.
I’m sure that Tristan wouldn’t care, but then I think of how
happy he seemed when I accepted.

Screw Eli. 'm not going to spend my first year of
university hiding from him. If he’s there I’ll just ignore him.

“I’m not sure, but it’s a basement show. No one is going to
care about our clothes,” I protest.

“We’ll care,” she says, shaking her head at me like I’'m the
crazy one. “Plus, you’ll want to look hot when you’re meeting
the rest of the band! Musicians are...” She pinches two fingers
together and brings them to her mouth in a “chef’s kiss”
gesture.

“You always look hot,” I say, hoping to get her off of my
case by buttering her up.

“Flattery will get you most places, but not out of this. Me,
you, mall on Saturday. We can use my discount!” Yaz works
part-time at the mall, so she gets a small percentage off at all
the stores. Nothing crazy, but every bit of savings counts. I
need to start looking for a job as well, but I decided to wait
until my second semester so I could first get situated with
classes and my new surroundings.



“Okay,” I relent. “Only because I want your discount,” I
joke, but a girls’ day at the mall doesn’t sound half bad, even
if it’s filled with Yazmine trying to be my professional stylist.

I hear the buzz of a text notification on my phone and grab
it off the coffee table. I have two messages.

Unknown: Hey, Desiree. It's Tristan. | just wanted
to let you know that next week’s show is at 1517
Forrestor Ave.

Me: Thanks! See you then.
Next, I look at the second message.

Eli: So, we’re neighbours. Is that why you ran
off?

Now I feel stupid, because obviously he was going to find
out whether I told him or not.

Me: No, | just figured we weren’t going to be
productive, and | wanted to go home.

Eli: Sorry about that.

Eli: Like | said it was a long day.

I nearly drop the phone. He apologised. I was beginning to
think he didn’t have a remorseful bone in his body.

Me: It's fine. We can work on the assignment
next week.

The most I can hope for with Eli 1s that we pass this
presentation without murdering each other.

Eli: Sounds good.

I put my phone down and lean back on the sofa. Yazmine
is addicted to watching Hell’s Kitchen, so she turns on an
episode and I settle in to watch when my phone buzzes again. I
sit up and grab it, expecting it to be Stella or Dom. Both of



them have been rather silent the last couple of days. Instead,
I’m surprised to find another text from El.

Eli: Have you watched anything good lately?

Part of my brain rings an alarm bell; Eli is extremely hot-
and-cold with me. One moment, he’s being a complete jerk
and the next he’s asking me about my latest TV obsession.
Still, I can’t help the dumb smile that stretches across my face
as I tell him about the hours’ worth of Hell's Kitchen that I’ve
binged this week.

Yaz notices my grin and looks at the phone in my hand.
She doesn’t say a word, but raises an eyebrow, smiling to
herself as she turns back to the TV.

ELIJAH

I wake EARLY Tuesday morning and try my hardest to fall
back to sleep, but after hours of tossing and turning, I give up.
I decide a cup of coffee is my best option and head to the
kitchen. I’'m not surprised to find Tristan already up and
functioning, but I am shocked to find Nate with him. It looks
like they’re having a heated discussion when I walk in, but the

second they see me, the conversation stops. Not suspicious at
all.

“Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?” I ask. “Or
will I have to play twenty-one questions to figure it out?”

They both share a look and then Nate speaks up. “What
happened with Sadie?”

The question lands like a rock in my gut. It’s been days
since Sadie and I last spoke. I know that it wasn’t really a
breakup since we weren’t together, but it sure as hell felt like
one. I tried to text her the following day, but I was met with
stony silence. I hadn’t talked to the guys about it. I mean, what



could I really say? Hey guys, I dont want to hook up with
Sadie anymore, I'm too busy thinking about a girl who barely
tolerates me.

“Nothing happened with Sadie,” I reply as I reach for a
thermos and pour myself some coffee. “We were hooking up.
Now we’re not, that’s all.”

I try to keep my tone even, but I don’t know what kind of
spin she put on the situation. Truth is, there really isn’t much
to tell them.

“She said you found someone else.” Oh, for fuck’s sake.
Nate’s voice 1s monotone, and I can tell he’s less than
impressed.

“I’m not sleeping with anyone else,” I grind out. “And
even 1f I were, 1t’s not like we were exclusive. She knew that
from the start.”

He doesn’t have a comeback to that because he knows I’'m
right. ’ve never felt the need to share my reasons, but after
being around me for three years, it’s pretty clear that I don’t do
relationships.

“It’s just that Tristan said—" At this, Tristan elbows him in
the arm and Nate shuts up immediately.

I narrow my eyes, turning my head to look at Tristan.
“What did Tristan say?” I ask slowly.

He just rolls his eyes and huffs out a breath. “When Sadie
said you were hooking up with someone else, I just thought it
could possibly be Desiree.”

I’m too stunned to speak. My cheeks warm, and I curse the
fact that my body has picked now to start blushing like a
preteen. He doesn’t seem to notice my silence and keeps
talking.

“I mean, she said you were being an ass, but I thought I
picked up on some weird tension between the two of you.” He
shrugs his shoulders.

“If I were hooking up with her, don’t you think I’d have
known where she lived?” I exhale in irritation. I love these



guys like they’re my brothers, but it’s too early in the morning
to get grilled.

He shrugs again with a frown.

“The tension you picked up between us was her barely
tolerating me,” I continue, looking him dead in the eyes. “We
aren’t together. I’'m not with anyone right now.” I say that last
bit directed at Nate because he seems to be the one with the
real issue.

I screw the lid on my coffee, suddenly feeling
claustrophobic in the small apartment kitchen. It’s better once
I get outside and let the crisp, fall air hit my face. My mind is
all over the place this morning, from worries about Elliot, to
whatever Sadie is stirring up in the group, and Desiree. I’'m so
consumed by my thoughts that [ walk twice as fast and end up
outside the art history classroom in record time. The room is
empty, so I walk in and take a seat next to the chair that she
normally sits in. Minutes tick by and students begin to filter in,
talking to one another as they take their seats.

When Desiree enters, all the air in the room vanishes,
everything else becoming background noise. I have to remind
myself to breathe.

She looks the same as always. Stunning. She’s dressed
casually in jeans and a crewneck sweater that says
“Roughriders” across the chest. There’s a look of confusion on
her face when she sees me next to her usual spot but after a
moment of hesitation, she takes her seat.

If I could bottle her scent, I would. It’s overpowering in the
best way, as if someone found just the right mixture of floral
and candy, and said Yes, this will drive Eli insane.

“Hey,” she says timidly, her head tilted to the side as she
eyes me.

“Morning, Desiree.”
A deep flush comes across her cheeks, fascinating me.

Loughlin walks into the room and immediately begins the
lecture, and she looks thankful that she’s been saved from
having to speak.



I spend the rest of class failing miserably to focus on the
subject. Everything about Desiree requires my full attention.
The way she bites her lip when she takes notes or how she
drums her fingers on the desk when Loughlin goes on a long-
winded tangent about art shows he’s been to in the past. I want
to memorise every single one of her little idiosyncrasies. The
feeling lights me up and terrifies me.

Before I know it, class is over and we’re packing up to go.
I feel someone’s eyes on me, but Desiree doesn’t seem to
notice. I look over across the room and catch Thomas staring
at us. He’s giving me the evil eye as if he wants to fight, which
has to be a joke. I’ve never seen anyone who seems like they
could take a beat down better than him. I assume his mug is
because of Desiree who is still wonderfully unaware. She
peers up at me, oblivious to the silent battle that I’ve just been
a part of, waiting for me to move.

When we exit the aisle, I sling my arm over her shoulder.
“What are you doing?” she asks me, startled.

I toss her a quick wink. “Just go with it,” I respond as I
glance over my shoulder. Sure as shit, Thomas is still staring,
and if looks could kill, I would be a goner.

But with my arm around Desiree, nothing can take me
down. I resist the urge to flip him off and give him a smirk to
let him know that I’ve won this round.

Outside the classroom, I find Nate leaning against the
windows across the hall. When he spots me and notices my
arm slung over Desiree’s shoulders, he straightens, a smirk
appearing on his face. I drop my arm so fast that my shoulder
almost pops out.

Desiree’s eyes ping-pong between me and Nate, clearly
wondering what the sudden change is about. I liked having her
pressed close to me. Hell, that’s all I’ve thought about for the
last few days. Granted, when I have those thoughts, both of us
are usually wearing a lot less clothing. And that’s exactly the
problem. I held on to her like she was mine so that pretty boys
like Thomas would know to back the fuck off, when I
shouldn’t even care.



“Are you going to introduce me to your friend?” Nate asks
as he waltzes over to us, amusement lacing his tone. The entire
walk from school to Merchant will be filled with questions
about her.

“Nate, Desiree,” I say briskly. “Desiree, Nate.”

“Desiree,” he says, drawing her name out, obviously
connecting the dots from our conversation this morning.

“You can call me Des,” she replies with a smile. I grind my
teeth.

“You want to come with us to Merchant?”” His question is
directed to her, but he’s looking at me. I’m sure he senses how
uncomfortable I am and is reveling in it. I want to reach out
and deck him in the face.

“What’s Merchant?”” Desiree asks, curious.

“Local bar,” he says in an animated tone as if they’ve been
friends for ages. It’s one of the things I envy about Nate. He’s
instant friends with everyone he meets. I couldn’t be further
from that. I’'m not interested in becoming buddies with every
person I meet. Maybe it wouldn’t kill me to be a little more
trusting of people, but that leaves you vulnerable, and if that’s
the cost, then I’'m not interested. “It’s closed during the day,
but we’ve got an in with the owner,” he jokes, tossing her a
smile that’s a little less friendly and little more flirtatious.

She laughs and I roll my eyes. Give me a break.

“I can’t. ’ve got Calc in a bit,” she replies and Nate
grimaces.

“Rough.”

I’'m starting to feel like an awkward third wheel in this
conversation, so I decide to pipe in and end this fun little
introduction.

“Right. Well, we’ve got to get going,” I interrupt before
Nate starts up with some new topic of discussion. At this rate,
he’ll be asking her if she wants to come over for dinner
tonight. “Our friends are waiting for us.”



Desiree glances up at me with a question in her eyes, and I
see a brief glimpse of what looks like hurt flash over her
expression, but she schools her face.

“Okay,” she says, her voice soft, her head dipping down. |
have to fight the urge to stretch my hand out and tip her chin
back up. To slide my palm against the soft skin of her face,
letting my fingers tangle in the curly hair around her
shoulders. Aaand this is why we don t let our imaginations run
wild. “I’1l see you on Thursday, I guess.”

I shake my head at her. “No, I have to skip class on
Thursday.” We’ll be setting up for the show the next night.
I’ve never once felt bad about not going to class, yet the fact
that I’ll be losing an opportunity to spend time with her, even
if it’s with Loughlin droning on in the background, makes me
feel disappointed. Which is odd.

“Okay, I'’ll let you know what you miss,” she says, turning
away from us.

“Sounds good,” I reply. “We’ll talk later.”

I don’t know why I felt it necessary to tack on that last
part, but I didn’t want her to think that I wasn’t interested.
Which is stupid because 1. Am. Not. Interested. At least not in
the way that girls like her probably would expect. Where I am
firmly  anti-relationship, Desiree = screams long-term
relationship through every pore in her body. Girls like her
want a courtship, some sort of whirlwind romance.

The second she turns the corner, Nate grins at me.

“So, that’s Desiree,” he says this as if things are suddenly
making sense to him.

I glare at him as I take my headphones out of my pocket.

“Not another word,” I respond, popping them into my ears
and turning up the volume.
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M idterms are next week for most of my classes and
profs are starting to crank out the last bits of material

they want us to know before the tests. Every minute
that I haven’t been in class, I’ve been studying. Sleep? Never
heard of her. But I'm trying to keep my eye on the ultimate
prize. Reading Week.

Thanksgiving is the Monday after exams, and we have the
entirety of that week off, which means I’ll be back in Stars
Valley for the first time since I moved. I’'m excited to spend
time with my parents, although I wish Stella and Dominic
could be there for more of it. UBC’s Reading Week in
November, so they’ll only be able to stay a few days.

By the time Friday morning comes around, I’'m exhausted.

I haven’t seen Eli in a couple of days. I think back to when
we were leaving the classroom and he flung his arm around
me, drawing me close to him. I’'m sure he must have read the
shock on my face, but I didn’t pull away and he didn’t let go.
Just go with it. His words play in my mind. I had to physically
stop myself from leaning my head onto his shoulder and
breathing him in. His heat and scent wrapped around me like
the best sort of present. Until Nate spotted us. Eli had dropped
his arm so fast; I swear I saw him wince.

The whole interaction after that had been odd. Nate was
nice, but Eli seemed like he couldn’t get away fast enough.

I walk over to the library, still wondering what it could all
have been about, and then the obvious hits me. He has a
girlfriend. A girlfriend that Nate certainly knows about. I don’t



know why he did it in the first place. Except I do. I’'m a joke to
him.

When I get back home in the afternoon, Yazmine is taking
part in her new daily yoga obsession. She sees me and grins,
letting go of her downward dog pose to pause the video she
was following.

“Are you excited about this evening?” she asks.

It’s a fair question. A couple of days, ago I may have said
yes. But now? I don’t know. The idea of seeing Eli tonight
causes my stomach to twist. My face must betray the war of
emotions in my mind because she laughs.

“I guess I’ll take that as a no.”

“It’s not that. I’'m just—" I’m just what? Anxious about
whether or not I’ll see this guy that, try as I might, I can’t get
off of my mind.

“I’m just tired from the week, that’s all.”

Yaz nods at me, but her eyes make it clear she doesn’t buy
what I’m selling.

“I’m going to get ready,” I say as she hits play on her
video, getting back into her yoga position.

Y,

A RiDICULOUS AMOUNT of time later, I'm ready to go. The
show doesn’t start until nine, so I’'m an hour early. I knock
gently on Yazmine’s bedroom door.

“Come in!” she yells, sounding exasperated.

When I walk into her room, it looks like her closet has
exploded. Clothes are scattered around every inch of the floor
and on the bed.

“I can’t figure out what to wear,” she complains.



I push some clothes to the side and climb onto the bed.
“Isn’t this why we went shopping?”

Yaz had insisted I text Tristan before we went shopping to
ask what type of music his band plays in order to determine
the outfits we should be purchasing. His response was pop-
punk mixed with some type of hardcore? I hadn’t fully
understood it when he explained. I had a brief obsession with
My Chemical Romance in middle school, but that’s as far as
my knowledge of what I think that genre is goes. When I told
Yazmine, she let me know that I owed her... big time.

“Yes, but I’'m a different person now, and I hate everything
I bought,” she says dramatically.

“A different person from last week?”” I snort.
“Yes!” she exclaims, and I can’t hold back my laugh.

I watch as she tries on outfit after outfit. ’'m wearing black
knee-high socks, a dark red-and-green plaid skirt, and a sheer
mesh crop top with a black bralette underneath. Yaz settles on
a low-cut red top, and I let her borrow my leather pants.
Thankfully she has a car, so we don’t have to walk. Since the
weather has changed, it’s even chillier come nighttime.

I plug in the address Tristan sent me into my phone’s GPS
and we head out. Ten minutes later, we pull up to a white
house in a fairly nice residential neighbourhood. The place is
rather unassuming, and I’d think we had the wrong address if
it weren’t for the porch lights and people drinking beers on the
lawn. Yaz parks on the street and we walk down the sidewalk
to the house.

The door is wide open, with the screen door being the only
barrier to the outdoors. A large guy with shaggy brown hair
stands in the entryway, chatting with another person. When we
approach, he turns his attention to us.

“Entry is five dollars,” he says. “Everything is set up
downstairs.”

I pull out a ten-dollar bill and put it in the red bucket next
to him. Yazmine looks like she wants to speak up about me
paying for her admission, but I just hold up my hand.



“I’ve got it,” I say. “I appreciate you coming with me.”

“Anytime, girl,” she says, locking her arm around mine as
we head down to the basement.

“Holy. Shit.” She coughs out as we reach the last step.

My mind echoes her sentiments as [ take in our
surroundings. Dark blue LED lights wrap around the ceiling of
the open space and cast a dark glow around the room. There
are speakers attached to the walls, and music I don’t recognise
is blaring through them. I can feel the base shaking the floor.

The basement reeks of weed and is packed with people—
way more than I had expected. Most of them are drinking and
talking as they wait for the show to start. I’'m pretty sure it has
to be breaking some maximum occupancy law.

I freeze in place as I will my heart to stop racing. The
whole place is stimulation overload. I don’t know where to
look first. I’ve never been around this many people in such a
small space before. Even the biggest parties in Stars Valley
were a lot smaller than this.

“Let’s get a drink,” Yazmine yells so I can hear her over
the music, probably sensing my nerves.

“Okay,” I yell back. “Let’s find Tristan.”

The show is BYOB, but Tristan texted me earlier telling
me not to worry about it, and we were welcome to drink from
what the guys brought. It takes me exactly one second to
identify the area that’s supposed to be the “stage” and another
to identify Tristan, Nate, and Eli standing with another tall guy
covered in tattoos. I’ve never seen him before, but the four of
them together look like they’ve stepped out of an A/t Press
cover.

“Over there,” I say to Yaz, nodding in the direction of the
guys.

“Damn,” she says, taking in the sight. “Which one is
Tristan?”

I feel my cheeks warm and thank the heavens for the low
lighting.



“That’s Tristan and Nate on the left.” I hesitate, then let out
a rough sigh. “That’s Eli next to Nate, and I don’t know who
the other guy is.”

Yazmine squeezes my arm tightly. “So that’s Eli.” Her
smile is mischievous. “Well, let’s go say hi then!”

She takes off and I have to do a small jog to catch up with
her. When Tristan looks up and sees me, the smile on his face
is wide and genuine.

“Desiree!” He greets me first, pulling me in for a hug and
swaying on his feet. I realise that he’s slightly tipsy.

“Hey! That’s my new best friend,” Nate says in a whiny
voice as Tristan lets me go.

Nate wraps his arm around me in a sideways hug and I
chuckle. He turns me just enough so that I’'m now face-to-face
with Eli. He has a beer bottle in his hand and nods at me as he
takes a sip, his eyes darting from my face to where Nate’s
hand rests casually on my shoulder. He doesn’t say a word.
Screw him.

“This 1s Devin,” Nate says, introducing me to the tattooed
guy next to Eli. “He’s our lead vocalist.”

Our? Nate was also in the band?

Devin tips his beer toward me as a hello. “How’s it
going?”

“Uh, good,” I manage, stumbling over my words. “This
is... interesting?”’

Devin takes a look around and chuckles. “Yeah, something
like that.”

A light snort comes from behind me, and I realise Yazmine
has been watching this interaction with fascination.

I take a step back, bringing her to my side. “This 1s my
friend Yazmine.”

She gives everyone a wave and a smile, and then turns her
attention to Tristan. “I was told you’re the drink supplier.”

He lets out an easy laugh. “Yeah, follow me.”



Yazmine trails him to the edge of the room to a cooler.
Nate’s talking to Devin, leaving me and Eli to stare at each
other.

His eyes scan my body, drinking me in from head to toe.
Goose bumps appear on my arms despite the fact that I feel
extremely warm. I don’t know what’s going through his mind,
and I’'m tempted to ask what his problem is, but a stark
reminder of why it doesn’t matter walks up to us in black
ripped jeans and an oversized Black Veil Brides T-shirt tied up
into a crop top.

“Can we talk?” the tattoed girl asks Eli, completely
ignoring my presence.

Nate and Devin both stop talking. Eli’s eyes bounce back
and forth between the two of us before he gives the slightest
nod and walks off with her. I tell myself that I don’t care
where he goes or what he does, but I still track the two of them
as they walk to the back of the basement and enter a room off
to the side, closing the door behind them.

When I avert my gaze, I’'m met with two sympathetic half
smiles from Devin and Nate. They both look as though they
would like to run to the nearest exit. Devin clears his throat,
and Nate rubs the back of his neck as if trying to physically
remove whatever tension he’s feeling. I don’t understand why
things seem to have gotten awkward, but they’re watching me
with pity, which makes me feel pathetic. I look down at my
phone. It’s already nine thirty.

“So, when does this thing start?” I ask, attempting to keep
my voice light. I want them to stop looking at me like a puppy
that just got abandoned. But it doesn’t work. They both just
look over to the room where Eli and his girlfriend disappeared.

“When E and Sadie are done,” Devin replies.

“Right.” I put on what I hope doesn’t look like a fake
smile, trying to keep up my cheery facade.

Sadie. My mind runs wild with different scenarios of what
it is they could be doing in that room. Each one causes a lump
in my throat that I do my best to swallow away.



Luckily, Yaz returns to save me from my own thoughts
with two beers in hand. I could not be more thankful and take
a large swig from the glass bottle. I’'m not a huge beer drinker,
but this one has a light flavour that isn’t completely
horrendous.

A moment later, Eli and Sadie exit the room and neither of
them look happy. Eli, stoned-faced, heads back toward us and
Sadie hangs a left and stands against the wall. She catches me
looking over at her. I try to look away as quickly as possible,
but she hits me with a glare that causes me to flinch.

It takes me a second to notice Eli taking a seat at the drum
kit, not bothering to talk to anyone.

“All right, T guess we’re starting,” Nate mutters.

And then it clicks. Eli is in the band. I'm at a show for his
band.

My palms begin to sweat and my mouth feels dry. I look
over at Yazmine and I can see she’s reached the same
conclusion as me, only she’s loving it.

“Did you know?”” she asks with a laugh.

“Do I look like I knew?”” I retort, taking another large sip
of beer.

She laughs harder, and I’m pretty sure I hear her say “this
is gold” as we move to the back and lean against the wall,
watching the small audience crowd to the front. The guys
quickly tune up, Eli calls out the count, and then they’re

playing.

The people here seem to actually know the words to the
songs which surprises me. It was naive to think that just
because they’re a small local band, no one would have heard
of them. The audience is singing along, and although I don’t
know the music, the energy in the room is contagious. The
bass 1s heavy and I feel it shaking my whole body. I find
myself swaying, a smile on my face, while Devin sings to the
crowd. His vocals don’t at all match the tone he was speaking
in earlier; his voice is deeper, sort of gravelly, but melodic at



the same time. It’s almost as if it’s scratching an itch I didn’t
know existed in my brain.

I look over at Yazmine and she looks just as absorbed as I
feel. I watch as Tristan plays, his fingers moving quickly on
the bass guitar. He’s completely in the zone, rocking his head
in time with the music. Nate is hamming it up around the
“stage” with his electric guitar, having the time of his life. He
gets close to the mic and Devin immediately turns sideways.
Nate turns as well so they’re leaning on each other, back-to-
back. The space is small, but they’re owning it. Rockstars in
their own little world.

But the person behind them is the one I’'m transfixed by.
El.

His hair sticks to his forehead with sweat as he beats the
drums like his life depends on it. He tosses one stick up and it
flips midair. He doesn’t even look at it as he catches it and
brings it back down on the drum. If the others look like they’re
in their own world, he looks like he’s in his own universe. He
never misses a beat, and I can’t tear my eyes away from him.

If I thought he was attractive before, it’s got nothing on
him now. The way he moves as he switches from drum to
drum, hands crossed over each other, controlling the rhythm.

I mean, seriously, someone who looks like him shouldn’t
be allowed to also have musical talent. It’s unfair. /¢t doesnt
matter, he s an asshole, | remind myself.

When the song ends, he smashes the cymbals and throws
his head back, his eyes closed. He swipes a hand across his
forehead and lowers his head, and when he opens his eyes, his
gaze 1s fixed on me. There’s an intensity in his stare that I
haven’t seen before and it makes my whole body buzz with
awareness. We’re just classmates. 1 try and fail to convince
myself.

The next song starts and the second Nate plays the first
chord, there seems to be a steady hum of anticipation around
the room. Devin begins to sing, a slow, almost dreamy feel to
the sound. There’s an edge to his voice, like maybe this isn’t
just a sweet ballad.



All the sleepless nights
I had because of you
And I'd do it all again
Just to see us through

Except, I'm only guessing that the last word he sang is
“through” because rather than singing it, Devin growls it into
the mic. This is clearly the moment everyone has been waiting
for as people start jumping up and down, and the people at the
very front throw their elbows. Devin has a smile on his face,
eating up the crowd’s reaction as he continues to scream into
the microphone. But I can no longer make out a word.

I’'m so captivated by the antics of the people up front I
startle when Yaz taps me, holding up a phone screen that
displays an incoming call from her mom.

“I have to take this. I’ll be right back,” she says directly
into my ear.

I nod and wave her off as I take another sip of the beer I've
been nursing. When she’s gone, [ watch as everyone continues
to feel the music. Some have their hands in the air, others are
headbanging to the music. Even though I have no idea what’s
going on at the moment, I’'m surprised to find that I’'m having
a good time.

At least until I realise that, at some point, Sadie had sidled
up beside me. I fight the urge to run up the stairs and find
Yazmine. What is taking her so long? When the song ends,
Devin announces that they’ll be playing a cover of a song I’ve
never heard of. It’s much quieter compared to their last.

Sadie takes the change in pace as an opportunity to speak
up. “I see the way you’re looking at him.” Her voice drips
with disdain. Whether it’s for me or Eli, I’'m not sure. I would
pretend not to know what she’s talking about but we both
know I can’t take my eyes off of him. “If 1 were you, I
wouldn’t get your hopes up. He’s not exactly available.”

I finally turn to look at her. She’s even more stunning up
close, and I’m instantly intimidated. Her eyes gleam, like she’s



In on some secret I’'m unaware of, and it makes me feel
nauseated. Has he talked to her about me?

“Do you want another drink?” she asks with faux
sweetness in her voice. | just shake my head; not sure I trust
my voice. She shrugs her shoulders and leaves my side. “Nice
to meet you, Desiree.”

The words feel like a slap for two reasons. One, this
clearly wasn’t a friendly interaction. She was here to inform
me to back off. Two, I never told her my name, so who was
she talking to about me? I have a feeling I already know the
answer.

The band finishes the song and moves on to another, but
I’m no longer paying attention.

Y,

DESPITE HAVING JUST REJECTED Sadie’s drink offer, I pass
through the throng of people and head to Tristan’s cooler. 1
grab another beer and crack it open, drinking down at least
half before walking back to my spot. A few minutes later, Yaz
comes down looking slightly panicked.

“I’m so sorry, [ have to go,” she yells.
“What’s going on?” I ask, trying to calm her down a bit.

“My dad got admitted to the hospital. They think he had a
heart attack.” My heart sinks. She’s close to bursting into tears.
I lead her to where Eli and Sadie had been earlier. When I flick
on the lights and close the door, I’'m able to take in the room. It
seems to be an unused, spare bedroom with walls that are
painted a deep forest green. I can still hear the music in here,
but not quite as loud, and at least our talking won’t bother
anyone.

“Will he be okay?” I ask, looking her in the eye. Yazmine’s
lip quivers as she tries to take a deep breath. My eyes are
focused on her as I try to come up with some way to help, but



there’s nothing I can do. My chest tightens. I can’t imagine
what I would do if one of my parents was sick while I was
away.

“I’m not sure,” she responds, the panic rising in her voice.
She looks around the room as if trying to spot her next move.
“The doctors are still running tests on him, but my brother is
out of town for work and my mom is freaking out. I just have
to—"

“Take a deep breath,” I say, cutting her off. “Go to the
hospital. Seriously, it’s okay.”

She bites her lip with worry. “Okay, I can drop you back
home on my way.”

“No, it’s fine.” Even though the idea of staying here by
myself does not appeal to me. “And there’s no need to come
back for me. Go straight home from the hospital. I’ll get a ride
with Tristan.”

She takes a deep breath and exhales. “Yeah, okay. I'm
gonna go.”

I pull her into a hug and squeeze her tight.

“It’s going to be okay, Yaz,” 1 whisper. She nods, then
leaves.

I step out right after her. It feels surreal that the show is
still going on. I could hear the music before, but Yazmine’s
news tuned it all out. I guess that’s how a lot of big moments
in life are. They leave you feeling like everything has stopped;
meanwhile, everyone else carries on as normal.

I chug my beer back which I regret right away. The alcohol
instantly goes to my head. I’'m not a huge drinker, so having
two beers makes me more than a bit tipsy. Enough that, when
Devin starts the next song, I remove myself from the wall and
mix in with the people grouped close to where the band is

playing.
I jump to the beat and throw my head back and forth. I feel
the bass throughout my whole body. It’s exhilarating. The

LED lights in the room rotate through a host of different
colours, casting the audience in different hued shadows.



I look up to where the boys are playing and, once again,
find Eli staring at me. For a second, as we make eye contact, I
forget where I am and what I’'m doing. His gaze is electric and
I’m caught up 1n it.

Another person bumps into me, causing me to stumble,
and I laugh as I right myself. When a slower song follows, I
close my eyes and tilt my head back, letting my body sway
with the music. I vow to myself to try and see more live music
shows.

There’s something about concerts; no matter how small the
crowd may be, they’re just so freeing. I don’t know any of the
people here, but we’re all a part of this experience together.
I’m unsure of how many songs have passed, but I’'m caught
off guard when Devin closes the set.

“We’re Merchant Revival! Thanks for coming out
tonight!”

There are cheers across the room, and I’m surprised to find
I’m disappointed that the show is over. I’'m even more shocked
when I notice that my buzz has worn off. The girl jumping
around with everyone else was just me. Somewhere along the
line, I let loose and allowed myself to have fun. Regardless of
how silly I may have looked, I’'m smiling as I watch the guys
start to put their stuff away. I walk over to Tristan and tap him
on the back.

“Hey,” I say when he turns around. “Is it okay if I catch a
ride back home with you?”

His hair is no longer tied up and now hangs freely around
his shoulders.

“I’11 take you.” The response comes from behind Tristan. I
look past his shoulder at Eli, whose gaze is focused on me,
making my skin grow hot. I briefly replay the memory of him
watching me during the show. It had felt like it was just the
two of us in the room and nothing else mattered.

“You don’t have to do that.” I hope the dim lights cover
my blush.



“Doesn’t look like you have many options,” he replies, his
tone smug, reminding me of the day he made me his partner.
And of all the reasons I shouldn’t be alone with him.

I turn back to Tristan with a plea in my eyes.

“He’s driving Sadie back home,” Eli adds, as if knowing
that I’m ready to protest.

Tristan scrunches his eyebrows and looks over at him. Eli
gives him a slight nod.

“Right, I forgot about that. I’ll go look for her and get
going. Hope you enjoyed the show.” He smiles at me before
running up the stairs, abandoning me with him.

Nope. Nope, nope. I am not doing this. In the short time
I’ve known Eli, he’s been consistent in one thing: being a
complete dick. Sure, there have been moments where 1 get a
glimpse of someone warmer, but it takes no time at all for him
to revert back to his normal asshole behaviour.

“I’ll ask Nate then.” I barely know Nate, but I’'m sure he
would give me a ride if I asked.

This only elicits a glare from Eli. “He came with Tristan.”

Of course he did.

“I’ll walk,” I grind out, letting my exasperation show and
ignoring the part of me that tingles at the thought of being
alone with him.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he scoffs. “It’s almost midnight and
it’s a twenty-minute walk. We’re going to the same place.”

“Fine,” I breathe out, doing my best to look defeated. “I
left my coat upstairs. Let me go grab it and I’ll be right back.”

He locks eyes with me and my stomach does that weird
twist that happens every time I’m the focus of his attention.

“Okay.” His voice is different, raspier.

I walk toward the stairs with a smile on my face. He might
have been able to strong-arm me into working with him in
class, but he’s about to learn that he can’t always get his way.



When I get to the top of the steps, I check my phone and find
one new text message from Yazmine.

Yazmine: At the hospital now. They’re keeping
my dad here for the next few days under
observation. I'm going to spend the night with my
parents. I'll see you tomorrow.

My heart aches for Yaz; I hope her dad gets better soon.
Me: Okay, keep me posted! See you tomorrow x.

I step outside and the cool night air hits me. Have I made a
mistake? No, I tell myself. Refusing to question my decision.
Despite being cold, I know I’ve made the right choice. I can’t
risk getting swept up in him and that’s exactly what would
happen if [ had gotten in his car.

The street 1s dark, only illuminated by the street lights, and
I pick up my pace, wanting to get home as fast as possible.

In Stars Valley, it was pretty rare for Stella and me to be
out this late without each other, but on the occasion that we
were, we would always call the other. Whether we were
walking home or talking on speaker on the drive, we made
sure that the other got home safe. So I pull out my phone and
call her out of habit, feeling an edge of relief when she picks

up.

“Hey, babe, hold on a sec!” she shouts. It’s loud wherever
she is, but the music and the voices slowly dissipate as she
walks away. I hear a door click and she comes back on the
line. “What’s going on? It’s late.” She sounds worried.

“Nothing. I’'m just walking home from the show,” I say,
my voice hushed, which is ridiculous considering there’s no
one else on the residential street. I had spoken to Stella earlier
this week to tell her about the show. She’d laughed at the idea
of me in a stranger’s basement, listening to music from an
unknown band, but she had taken a real interest in El1.

“Ahhh.” She hums in understanding. “Why are you
walking home by yourself? I thought you went with Yazmine.”



“I did. She had a family emergency and had to leave before
it was over to—" I’'m cut off when I see bright headlights
glowing up the street ahead of me. I look over my shoulder
and notice a car coming down the road, slowly. So slow, it’s
suspicious. I face forward again and walk at a faster pace,
pressing the phone to my ear.

“Des, you still there?” There’s a slight edge of panic in
Stella’s voice. I would like to reassure her, but I'm a bit
freaked out myself.

“Yeah,” I say as I hang a left onto the main road, praying
the car will go in the opposite direction. “I’m still here.”

I take another glance over my shoulder, and my heart rate
picks up. I realise the car has not only turned in the same
direction as me, but has opted to stick to the curb lane against
the sidewalk.

“There’s a car following me,” I say to Stel, my shaky voice
not even a whisper now. My throat feels tight and it’s hard to
swallow.

“What?!” she exclaims. “Oh my god, Des, 1s there a safe
place you can go? What buildings are near you?”” Her hysteria
adds to my own panic and I freeze to look around. That pause
allows the vehicle to come to a complete stop next to me. I
squeeze the phone in my hand and my heart thunders in my
chest as I watch the car window roll down.

Of all the ways I could die, never once had I thought it
would be from being snatched off the street walking home
from a late-night basement show.

From the sidewalk, I peer into the car where the driver’s
eyes are intently focused on me. Right away, my panic and
fear are replaced with annoyance.

“Stel, I’ll call you back, okay?” My voice sounding a little
bit sturdier.

“What?!” she screams. “Are you insane? Don’t you dare
hang up this phone, Desiree.”

“I promise I’'m okay,” I reassure her. “I’ll call you back.”



As I hang up, I stare back at the driver, whose smirk I
would know anywhere.

Eli



don’t have a big ego, but something inside of me really

snapped when Desiree said she would rather walk than

catch a ride home with me. Still, I’d let it go when she
seemed to relent and agreed to let me drive.

I had grabbed my stuft and was waiting for her to come
back down, when Tristan appeared with Sadie at his side.
She’d looked pissed, arms crossed in front of her, refusing to
make eye contact with me. She was the least of my worries in
the moment.

“I thought you were driving Des home?” Tristan asks, a
look of confusion on his face.

“She went to grab her jacket from upstairs.”

“Umm.” He looks back in the direction he just came from,
hesitantly. “I just saw her leave. Are you sure you weren't
supposed to meet her outside?”

My jaw clamped shut and my molars ground together. She
didnt. It was late and cold out, and the show wasn’t in the
safest neighbourhood in the city. Despite all of these facts,
she’d still walked out in the dark, alone.

I stood there, speechless with anger, not sure what to do.

Part of me thought fuck it. If she wants to walk home,
that’s her business. I’d offered, that’s all I could do. Whatever
happened to her out there didn’t matter to me. But I knew that
was a lie. The thought of her being in danger or getting hurt
made me feel sick.



I ran out the back door, hopped into my car, and raced out
of the lane and onto the front residential road, hoping to find
her quickly. Sure enough, she hadn’t made it far and was
talking on the phone, not even paying attention to her
surroundings.

Doesn 't she realise anything could happen out here? Who
could she be talking to at this hour?

I stayed behind her. If she wouldn’t let me drive her home,
then I could at least make sure that she made it there safe. It’s
the kind thing to do. Yeah, because I'm notorious for my
kindness.

I can’t help the laugh that comes out of me now at her
expression as she notices my car following her. There’s
absolute panic in her eyes. She thinks /’m the one she needs to
be worried about. Maybe she should be. The fact that I'm
doing this proves I’'m not in my right mind. She speeds up her
steps, and I follow, turning onto the main road right after her.

Suddenly, she stops, and I tap the brakes, bringing the car
to a halt right beside her. I roll down the window. Smug
satisfaction washes over me as I witness the moment she
recognises me. I can’t believe she thought she could sneak
away and I would be none the wiser.

She hangs up her call and tucks her phone away. I know
she must be cold as fuck in that outfit. She’s wearing a shirt so
thin, I can see her bra underneath, and the only material
covering her legs are some knee-high socks below her very
short skirt.

My cock twitches in my jeans at the sight, but I keep my
face neutral.

“What are you doing, Eli?” Desiree asks, breaking our
silent stare down.

“You wouldn’t accept a ride.” I shrug my shoulders, giving
her a tight-lipped smile, as if this is a good enough reason to
be following her down the road like a stalker.

She looks at me as if I’ve lost it. “You can’t just follow

,’7

mec



“I’'m making sure you get home safe. So, you can either
get in or we keep doing this,” I say, tired of the back and forth.
She watches me, and I can see that she’s contemplating
whether or not she should just keep walking. My annoyance
roars. “Just get in the car, Desiree.”

She takes one more look ahead. She’s got about a fifteen-
minute walk left, but it’s only a five-minute drive. I hear her
mutter something under her breath, then she approaches the
car.

The instant she opens the door and sits in the passenger
seat, | see the problem in my “white knight” plan; my car has
now become my own personal torture chamber. Her proximity
1s intoxicating as she envelops every single one of my senses.
Her scent fills my car, and I don’t know how I’ll ever get it
out. Worse, I don’t know if I even want to. Instead of driving,
my gaze has been latched onto her and she doesn’t miss the
opportunity to call me out on it.

“Okay, I’'m 1in the car,” Desiree says, rolling her eyes. Her
tongue darts out to wet her lips, and I do my best to readjust
the thickening cock in my pants without drawing attention to
myself. “Are you going to drive or does this thing only move
when you follow girls around at night?”

I snort. I’ve seen Desiree embarrassed, flustered, angry.
Hell, T even caught a glimpse of her letting loose tonight.
However, this little pouty and sassy outburst may be the cutest
of them all. I press down on the accelerator and begin the drive
home.

“So,” I say, in an attempt to distract myself from how
badly I want to reach out and place my hand on that small
stretch of skin between her socks and where her skirt has
ridden up. “How did you like the show?”

“It was...” She pauses. “Different. Different from what I
expected.”

I let out a low laugh. “I’ll assume that’s a good ‘different’
based on how I saw you joining the crowd.”



My eyes are on the road, but I don’t need to look at her to
know she’s feeling self-conscious. I swear I can feel the
warmth from her blush heat the car. There’s nothing about her
that could go unnoticed by me right now.

I glance at her and find her chewing on her bottom lip.

“Yeah. I had a bit to drink, guess I got carried away,” she
admits, looking out the window.

Her getting carried away was one of the hottest things I’ve
ever seen. It felt like a privilege to watch her let loose with
everyone else. As much as I would love to focus on that
aspect, I’'m stuck on what she just said.

“You had too much to drink and you still thought it was
okay for you to walk home by yourself at night?” My voice is
tight, my earlier annoyance rising to the surface again. What if
it hadn’t been me following her? My stomach sinks at the
thought. “Did you even consider what could have happened?”

“I would have been fine,” she bites out, as if annoyed by
my concern, which is rich, considering she’s the one who
risked her safety. “Why do you even care?” she huffs out.

I’m pretty sure the question is rhetorical, but it hits me like
a ton of bricks nonetheless.

Why do I care? If someone had told me a month ago that I
would chase this girl down to insist I give her a ride, I would
have said you’ve lost it. But here I am.

“I don’t know,” I mutter under my breath.

“Figur—" The word is interrupted by a gasp as the driver
in front of me brakes suddenly, causing me to slam on mine.
The car comes to an abrupt halt and I reach out to stop Desiree
from jostling in her seat. Apparently, protectiveness is my new
thing. My hand lands right on her thigh, on the sweet patch of
skin I had been looking at just minutes ago. She looks down at
where I’'m touching her, and I feel the muscle in her thigh
tighten. She swallows before our eyes. I give her a gentle
squeeze, wanting to reassure her that she’s okay. I let my
fingers linger a second longer before I retract my hand back to
the steering wheel.



If I wasn’t hard before, I sure as hell am now. I can hear
the blood rushing in my ears. Her skin was so soft, just
begging to be kissed and licked. I hold back a groan. I still feel
her warmth on my palm as I hold on to the wheel for dear life,
my eyes trained on the road ahead of us. Traffic is moving at a
snail’s pace. What would take us five minutes under normal
circumstances, has taken us fifteen and counting and, since our
near collision, neither of us has said a word.

When we approach the intersection, I see what the hold-up
has been. A stalled car sits in the centre lane as police direct
traffic around it.

“Eli.” Desiree’s soft voice breaks the silence. “Why are
you doing this?”

“I told you,” I start. “It isn’t safe for you to be—"

“Not just tonight,” she interrupts me. “The day we picked
partners in class, the way you acted at the coffee shop. You
didn’t even acknowledge me at the show until you decided it
was your responsibility to drive me home.” Exasperation laces
every word she says as she clenches and unclenches her hand
repeatedly. “You have a girlfriend, so why are you doing
this?”

That catches me off guard. They’re valid questions—ones
that I’ve asked myself—and I have no answer. Apart from one.
“I don’t have a girlfriend.” I’'m confused about where she got
that from.

“Sadie,” she says. I take my eyes off the road to look at her
and she’s staring at me like I’'m stupid. Maybe I am. She
thinks Sadie is my girlfriend? I suppress a laugh.

“She basically told me to stay away from you tonight,”
Desiree continues.

Anger. Pure, unfiltered anger courses through me. The fact
that Sadie spoke to Desiree, as if she has any say in what I do,
has me wanting to punch my steering wheel. Instead, I take a
deep breath in, letting the light scent of flowers calm my
senses.



“Sadie 1sn’t my girlfriend,” I respond as we make our way
past the intersection and turn to enter the underground parking
garage of the apartment building.

“Really?” She sounds almost snarky. “She sure sounds like
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This time it’s my turn to cut her off. “I don’t know what
she sounded like,” 1 say, annoyed. “And I don’t particularly
care. Sadie isn’t and never will be my girlfriend. We’re
friends. If I wanted her, I wouldn’t be here.”

Desiree’s eyes go wide at my words. “But you are here.”

“I am.” I grip the wheel tight as I park my car. My body is
buzzing with both energy and anxiety. Adrenaline is common
after shows. The feel of playing live for people, no matter how
small the crowd is, never gets old. It’s a constant feedback
loop. We play hard for the audience and give it our all and in
turn, they give us all their energy, and the cycle continues. By
the time a show 1s done, I’'m always wide-eyed, feeling like I
could run a marathon, and unable to sleep. The anxiety part?
That’s all Desiree.

She nods, but doesn’t say another word as we get out of
the car and enter the elevator. I can almost see the gears
turning in her mind. I lean against the wall, observing as she
pushes the button for the fifth floor and steps back. The
elevator begins to move up and she looks at me expectantly.

“Aren’t you on four?” she asks.

I nod my head, keeping my eyes trained on her. There’s a
different type of tension between us now and I feel my
heartbeat speed up. I take her in from head to toe. The heavens
must have designed her with the intent to destroy me. She
reaches out to push the button for the fourth floor and I move
closer to stop her.

“I told you,” I say, taking another step. I feel every ounce
of self-control evaporating from my body. “I’m making sure
you get home safe. That means to your door.”

“That isn’t necessary.” Her breathing is shallow, her eyes
are darting around my face as I move closer into her personal



space. I glance up and see that the elevator has passed the
second floor. I let my hand gently run down her arm and my
fingers intertwine with hers. She looks at me like she’s in a
daze.

“Maybe not, but it’s the way it is.” I whisper.

She opens her mouth to respond just as the elevator door
opens to the fifth floor.

“Which way?” I ask as I step out, still keeping her hand in
mine.

“Last door to the right.” Her words are coming out choppy
and her cheeks are red. When we stop at her apartment, she
looks down at our hands then back up at me. I haven’t stopped
staring at her face once.

“Um, okay,” she says on an exhale. “Thanks. I’'m home
and safe now.”

I take a small step forward so that her back is pressed
against the door. She scans my face, and I can feel a small
tremor in her hand as I squeeze it in mine. The speed of my
own breathing has increased, but there’s nothing that can be
done to help it right now.

I bend my head so that my nose grazes her neck, breathing
in my new favourite scent.

“You’re definitely home.” I let out a low chuckle. I dont
know about safe.

I feel her shiver, and the knowledge that I’m affecting her
just as much has me curious to see how far I can push the
boundaries. I press a soft kiss at the base of her neck and she
tenses. For a second, I think she’s going to push me away, but
she releases the most delicious sigh, and I know neither of us
wants this moment to end. I continue pressing kisses up the
column of her neck until I reach her jaw. When I pull away,
her head is pressed against the door and her eyes are shut.

“Desiree.” My voice sounds hoarse, even to my own ears.
She cracks open her eyes to look at me and, for a second, I get
lost in them. “What happened to your roommate tonight?”’



She seems caught off guard by my question. “Family
emergency. She had to leave.” She bites her lip again, and I
just know I won’t be satisfied until I have it between my teeth.

“So there’s no one else behind that door?”

“No?” she answers, confused. “But I’'m safe. Seriously.
The building security has got it from here.” In between every
few words is a choppy breath, and seeing how much those few
kisses affected her has me wild.

“Yeah”—I brush my mouth over hers, not quite a kiss but
enough for me to want more—*“I’m not thinking about your
safety anymore.”

I push against her just enough so she can feel exactly
where my thoughts are at. I’'m tired of being cautious, I'm
tired of pretending that this isn’t what [ want. That she isn’t
what [ want.

Maybe I just need to get this out of my system.

She lets out a little gasp, which makes me wonder what
she’ll sound like when she comes.

Desiree’s lips begin to open and I place a small peck at the
corner of her mouth. “You’re the only one on my mind at the
moment. You feel that, right?”

Her eyes search my own, and I hope she finds whatever
answers she’s looking for in them.

“Open the door, Desiree.”

She lets out a sigh and then gives in. She turns around
slowly as if debating what she’s about to get into. That makes
two of us. Opening the door to the apartment, she flicks on the
light.

“Do you want something to drink?” Desiree asks, a slight
tremor in her voice, as she tosses her keys on the counter. |
move toward her and put both hands on either side of the
countertop, trapping her.

“No, that’s not what I want,” I whisper into her ear.
Then, I kiss her.
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11 kisses me, and it isn’t as soft and tender as the ones he
placed along my skin in the hall, nor is it like the quick
peck he pressed against my lips.

This one is searing and desperate, a small groan escaping
from his mouth. I melt under his burning intensity.

My fingers tangle in his dark hair as I attempt to pull him
closer, the locks so much softer than I expected.

He’s kissing me as if he fears 1 might disappear in an
instant and it’s too much yet not enough. His scent is heady,
like being in a forest after it rains. It’s deep and woodsy but so
refreshing. No matter how much I breathe it in, / want more.

Typically, I’'m not very forward. I’'m the exact opposite.
Sometimes I wonder if that was part of the problem with
Liam. I know that his cheating had nothing to do with me and
everything to do with him, but maybe if I hadn’t been so
scared to say exactly what I wanted, he wouldn’t have gone
and found someone else.

There’s something about Eli that makes me feel bold.
Maybe it’s the fact that every time he looks at me, it feels like
he’s staring directly into my soul, as if he sees what makes me
me and doesn’t shy away.

Whether it’s expressing my frustrations, my annoyance, or
what I want, I know that he can take it.

His hands move from where they had me caged against the
counter to my hips, so tight that I think I’ll feel where he’s
holding me for days to come.



“Couch,” I gasp as his lips continue burning a path down
the tops of my shoulders.

He makes a noise deep in his throat and I feel it flow
through every inch of my body like electricity. He removes his
lips from my skin and takes a step back. His eyes are filled
with lust and I already miss his touch.

I have to force myself not to run and dive onto the couch,
pulling him with me, the desperation to feel him against me
again all too real. The second we’re seated, his lips are back
on mine and he leans forward, pushing me onto my back on
the plush seat. The change in position does nothing to slow
him down. If anything, it spurs him on.

Eli dips down to where my skirt has completely ridden up,
exposing my lacy underwear. He places a kiss on the inside of
one thigh, and then gives it a small bite. I gasp at the slight
sting, but don’t have time to focus on it as he moves to the
other leg, repeating the same motions.

He stops and my hips buck, already knowing where I want
him to kiss me next. Instead, he moves back up and crashes his
lips onto mine once more. There’s a lopsided grin on his face
as if he senses exactly what I was thinking.

“You’ve been driving me wild in this outfit,” he whispers
against my mouth.

I’m about to respond when he grinds himself against me. I
let out a moan as he continues to thrust harder where I’ve been
aching since sitting in that oxygen-deprived car.

Holy fuck.

“My thoughts exactly.
movements.
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He laughs, speeding up his

My cheeks flare with heat as I realise I said that out loud.
The embarrassment fades as he hits a spot that feels too good
for us to still have clothes on. My legs tighten around him and
another moan leaves my mouth. This time, he gently bites
down on my lower lip and tugs.

“I’ve been wanting to do that all night.” I feel the vibration
of his voice everywhere and, without permission, my hips



thrust up to meet him. I need more.

“Fuck.” His voice is different, huskier than normal. “That’s
it. Chase after what you want.”

Eli holds himself almost completely still and 1 groan in
frustration, moving faster so that I can get the friction I crave.

“Move,” I beg between clenched teeth. I can’t believe how
desperate I sound right now.

A small smile plays on his lips and he shakes his head.
“You look so good like this. Let me watch.”

I let out a gasp when he gets onto his knees on the couch,
places one hand on each of my hips, and quickly lies down,
pulling me on top of him.

“Take what you need, Desiree.” His words send a shiver
down my spine and he smirks.

“I love the way you react when I say your name.” He
sounds strangled as I reach down to undo the buttons on his
jeans. “No,” he says, his tone suddenly stern, and I’'m caught
off guard because I can see just how much he wants this.
“Come here.”

He grabs my chin and brings my lips down to his, claiming
me all over again. With one hand in my hair, the other urges
my hips to move, and I do. I start slow but move quicker as
my body demands more and more.

Our tongues tangle and I revel in the minty flavour of his
mouth. Every touch of his hands, how he grips my hips,
encouraging me to move faster, drives me wild.

He tugs on my hair while he explores my mouth and nips
on my lip. Each action has me teetering toward the edge.

I remove my hands from where they had been resting on
his chest, and hold on to his shoulders as I rock against him
with reckless abandon. I come with a silent scream, his tongue
in my mouth, and I shudder when he gently runs his hand
down my back as I return to earth.

“Fuck,” Eli says, staring at me like this is the first time
he’s seen me. “That was—"



He’s cut off by the sound of my phone ringing on the
kitchen counter. I recognise the ringtone, the one I have
assigned to Stella, and realise it’s been almost an hour since |
hung up on her.

“Shit!” I say as I scramble off of him and run toward my
cell, picking up on the third ring. “Hey, Stel!” I'm out of
breath, and I don’t know if it’s because of my mad dash to the
phone or because of my orgasm courtesy of the guy still
currently lying on my couch. Either way, I need to up my
cardio. “What’s up?”’

“What’s up?!” she yells, skipping the hellos altogether.
“That’s all you have to say after you hung up on me in the
middle of the night! After telling me that someone was
following you, may I add, then never calling me back? I swear
to god, Desiree Clarke, you better explain yourself!”

I take a deep breath and press my hand against my
forehead. I look over to the couch and see that Eli has sat up.
He looks over at me and mouths, “I’m going to go.”

I’m not sure what I was expecting. He obviously wasn’t
going to spend the night, but I didn’t think he’d leave right
away.

Still, I don’t want to ask him to stay, and Stella will
probably keep me on the phone anyway. I give him a small
smile and wonder how things escalated so fast.

What just happened between us isn’t like me. But it could
be.

“Goodnight,” I whisper.
He nods, a soft smirk curving his lips. “Goodnight.”

And just like that, he slips on his shoes, unlocks the door,
and leaves. I immediately feel the absence of him in the
apartment.

“Excuse me?!” Stella screeches through the phone. “Who
are we saying ‘goodbye’ to?” Even with the phone pressed up
to my ear, [ had almost forgotten she was there.

I cringe. “El.”



“I swear, Des, you have thirty seconds to spill.”

I walk into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water.
“He drove me home, and then he just... stayed a while.”

My mind drifts back to the ride home. 1 spent the whole
time hoping that if I said as little as possible, I wouldn’t get
myself into trouble. I couldn’t believe he had followed me in
his car, but another part of me—a part ’'m desperately trying
to squash—/oved it. Knowing that he cared whether I made it
home intact.

“And...?” I can hear the excitement in her voice. “It’s one
a.m., cut the shit. What were you guys doing? Did I interrupt
anything?”

I recount the events of the night, which takes twice as long
as it should because she keeps stopping me every two minutes
to either squeal, ask questions, or get me to repeat things.

“Oh my god,” Stella shrieks when I get to the kiss. “How
was 1t? How do you feel? Do you want to see him again? Tell
me everything.” She fires off her questions in rapid
succession.

“Great. Amazing.” | answer her questions in order, pausing
to think about that last one. Do I want to see Eli again? Even
though I try to deny it, [ know the answer. “Yeah, I do.”

I recap the kiss, right up to the point she called.

“Sounds like you guys would have done a lot more than
kiss if I hadn’t called.” Stella lets out a laugh.

I groan as my cheeks warm. We really did get carried
away; before the phone rang, I hadn’t even been thinking of
where things were going, but Stella is right. It would have
been hard to stop there; I know I didn’t want it to end.

By the time I hang up, it’s nearly two o’clock and I'm
exhausted. I crawl into bed and lie down, thinking over the
unexpected turn tonight took.

1've been wanting to do that all night.

Eli’s words play back in my mind, and I don’t know what
to make of it all. Today has felt ten years long. I flip over and



groan into my pillow, letting sleep wash over me.



I can no longer deny how attracted I am to Desiree. I want
her bad.

I’m not sure what that means, though, or what I want from
her. I don’t even know what I can even offer. Not much, that’s
for damn sure. But | know that trying to stay away from her is
more stressful than it’s worth.

It’s been two days since the night of the show and I can’t
forget the taste of her, the feel of her lips on mine. Her skin
had been smooth and soft to the touch. Addicting.

I could spend an eternity with my lips on her and it
wouldn’t be long enough. The thought concerns me.

I don’t even remember the last girl I kissed; it must have
been in high school. For the last few years, I’ve always been
crystal clear with anyone I hooked up with that I don’t do
kissing.

At least, not on the mouth—I’m not a complete ass.

It’s always felt too intimate, and I never wanted to give
anyone the wrong idea, but something came over me the other
night. I didn’t just want to kiss Desiree, I needed to.

That exact feeling is the reason I hesitated before texting
her the following day.

Me: Hey, we should probably meet up for the
presentation this week.

Yeah, it's just about the project. Nothing else, at least that’s
what I told myself as I fidgeted in my chair, tapping out the



beat to a new song as I waited for her reply.
Desiree: Sure, Next Plate again?

The reply was so casual, maybe it had just been a run-of-
the-mill make-out session for her. I let my mind drift back to
the way she took control, rocking herself against me until she
couldn’t take anymore. The look on her face as she came,
angelic.

Me: | have a better idea. How about we meet at
the Art Gallery?

When [ first found out that the Winnipeg Art Gallery was
having a feature on different art history periods, I hadn’t given
it much thought. But now? It seemed like the perfect thing to
check out, given the project.

Desiree: Okay. Thursday after class?

Me: Sounds good to me.

Fifteen minutes passed and I realised that the conversation
was about to die off, and I just couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t let
her go.

Me: Still watching Gordon Ramsay yell at
people?

I remembered her telling me that her roommate had gotten
her hooked on Hell's Kitchen.

Desiree: Yup! Season 12 now, and | think that if |
got on the show, | would actually know how to
avoid him yelling at me.

Me: Do you cook?
Desiree: Does frozen pizza count?

Me: Sorry to break it to you but he would yell at
you.



Desiree: | think | could win him over.

Me: You don’t win over Gordon Ramsay. It just
doesn’t happen.

Desiree: We’'ll see about that.

Me: Don’t you have to be a chef to go on the
show?

Desiree: Yes.
Desiree: What about it?

Me: Are you going to apply with a
recommendation from Delissio?

Desiree: Don’t be silly, of course not. I’'m more of
a President’s Choice girl.

Me: Who prefers President’s Choice pizza over
Delissio?

On and on we went and now here I am, five days later, and
I’ve texted her every minute I wasn’t at practice with the guys
or working. And if I’'m being honest, I’ve texted her during
some of those times, too, sometimes accidentally getting the
drinks wrong for customers.

The more I get to know her, the more attracted I am.

So when Tuesday morning hits, I don’t know how I’'m
going to deal with it. I’'m up at the crack of dawn and no
amount of trying to force myself back to sleep works. I check
my phone to see if she texted me but there’s nothing.

I can’t remember the last time I looked forward to getting a
text from a girl, but here I am, and I haven’t even been with
her. I groan, suddenly very aware of the morning wood in my
pants and how the thought of sleeping with Desiree doesn’t
help.



I get up and start getting ready when I see a notification
pop up. I pick it up, embarrassingly fast, and I’'m thankful no
one is around to see how glued to my phone Desiree’s made
me. | know Tristan would love the opportunity to mock me
about it, considering how much shit I used to give him about
his phone calls to Angelica.

Now I’m in the same position but worse because Desiree
isn’t anything to me. Just the girl who haunts my every waking
thought.

But instead of a text from her, I’'m met with a message
from Elliot. I hold my breath as I open it.

Elliot: I'm fine. Stop asking Dad about me like he
doesn’t have enough going on.

I clench my jaw. Only took him a month to respond. Great.
It’s not like I’m unaware that Dad is busy back home, but he
needs to get it together, damn it. At least until Elliot graduates.

When Mom left, Dad crumbled. The man who had been so
strong and was larger than life, folded in two. I watched the
father I idolized shrivel. Physically he was still there, but
mentally and emotionally, he was distant, doing the bare
minimum with me and my brother. He was in no position to
raise an eight-year-old and a four-year-old.

In middle school, we were taught that when snakes grow,
they shed their skin. It was sort of like that with Dad. Except,
instead of being left with a larger, stronger version of him that
grew from the tough circumstances, Elliot and I were left with
just the husk of who he used to be.

I still recall with clarity coming home from school after
my mom left. Aunt Rosa had picked both Elliot and me up
from daycare and school and drove us home. The ride had
been quiet, which was odd because Aunt Rosa was always
chatting about something.

When we got home, Dad was sitting on the couch. The TV
wasn’t on, he just sat there with a blank expression. I tried to
talk to him about my day at school but when he looked at me,



his gaze had been empty. He just stood up and went to his
room and closed the door behind him.

I remember not understanding what I’d done to upset him.
Aunt Rosa ushered me out of the family room and wiped the
tears from my small face.

Looking back, I know that father was grief-stricken as he
mourned the loss of a wife who chose to leave him.

As 1 got older, I vowed to myself that I would never be
anything like him. I would never let anyone, especially a
woman, break me down and reduce me to nothing.

No love is worth that.

Me: Then maybe you could text me back next
time?

Elliot: Texting you now, aren’t 1?

I frown. I don’t know what I was expecting. Elliot was
never going to have some sort of brotherly heart-to-heart with
me. He hasn’t always been like this. In some ways, | feel like
it’s my fault. When I moved to the city from Brinkley, three
years ago, he just fell off the tracks. He used to follow me and
my friends around everywhere, but when I moved, he found
new friends. And these guys? They aren’t good. I’ve met a few
of them and it’s just bad vibes all around. One time, I saw a
couple of them at a bonfire and they looked strung out. They
were definitely on something.

I tried asking Elliot about it the next day but he brushed
me off, telling me that I needed to “loosen up,” which didn’t
make me feel any better. I was left wondering what he got up
to when I wasn’t around.

Each year 1 go back for the summer, he gets more and
more reserved and distant. He’s always got an attitude, leaving
the house at all hours of the night, and Dad can’t be bothered
to do shit about it. He keeps touting the party line that Elliot is
in a phase.



Fuck that. Dad’s just too damn lazy to do anything about
it. I love my dad, but he clearly gave up some time ago.

I’m about to text Elliott back when a new notification
comes in. I sit in the kitchen, smiling as I read the message.

Desiree: If you watch Pride and Prejudice, ['ll
watch Bad Boys.

Last night, before we fell asleep, we’d been talking about
our favourite movies.

Me: Deal. | can’t believe you haven’t seen Bad
Boys.

Desiree: | can’t believe you haven’t seen Pride
and Prejudice!!

I grin. All I said when she mentioned that she loved Pride
and Prejudice was that it made sense, I never said I hadn’t
seen it. She just assumed so, but I don’t bother to correct her.
I’ve seen the movie twice, both times were for English classes.
It’s not bad, just not necessarily something I would watch on
my own, but it’s a classic for a reason.

Me: Who hasn’t seen Bad Boys?!

Desiree: Fair enough. But Pride and Prejudice is
about two people overcoming obstacles to find
their true love. | bet you can’t say that about Bad
Boys.

I scoff as I type out my next message.

Me: Sounds like you're prejudiced against Bad
Boys.

I lay my phone on the counter as I pour myself a cup of
coffee. By the time I take my first sip, there’s a new text
waiting for me.

Desiree: HAHA. | see what you did there.



Desiree: Not at all, | just would much rather
watch a movie about the triumphs of love over
cops and car chases.

Me: Bad Boys is more realistic.

Desiree: Why? Don’t believe in one true loves?
Lol

Me: | haven’t seen any proof of it outside of a
movie screen.

The dots on the bottom of the screen pop up and disappear
several times before I send another message.

Me: But | have seen a few car chases in my time.

Desiree: WHAT?!

I chuckle and lean against the countertop, texting her until
I’m late for class.
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hursday afternoon comes faster than I expected. I've

seen Eli twice since the night in my apartment—both

times were in class—and we’d barely spoken. Only
quick hellos and heated glances before Loughlin’s lecture, and
when class ended, Nate would be standing outside the door to
whisk Eli off to Merchant.

Despite some stilted in-person conversations, our text
exchanges haven’t stopped. Still, I’'m nervous that the ease that
we’ve developed with each other through messaging won’t
translate face-to-face.

I’m ready to go to the gallery, and I’'m about to text Eli that
I’m leaving, but I hesitate, chewing on my lip as I decide what
to do.

Yazmine knocks gently on my door and I look up at her
with a nervous smile.

“What’s the matter?” she asks right away. It’s funny how
in such a short time, she’s already picked up on my facial
expressions and knows when something is bothering me. “I
thought you were excited to go to the art gallery.”

“I was. I mean, I am.” I stumble over my words. “I’m just
not sure what to do. If I text him now and tell him I’m ready,
he’ll assume I want to walk over there with him. I don’t know
if I should just meet him there?”

“You’re overthinking it,” Yaz replies, reaching out her
hand. “Give me your phone.”

I do as she says. She types something and hands it back to
me. “He’ll meet you in the lobby in five. Easy.” She winks at



me and spins on her heel, leaving me in my bedroom. “No
need to say thank-you!”

Sure enough, when I look down at my phone, I see that Eli
has agreed to “my” suggestion to meet in the apartment lobby
in a few minutes. By the time I get downstairs, he’s already
waiting for me. Without class as a distraction, or the safety of
my phone, I’'m even more nervous. My tongue feels thick in
my mouth.

Eli scans me head to toe as I croak out an awkward,
CCHey!D,

He dips his chin in acknowledgement. “You ready to go?”

“Yup!” Maybe next time we can try putting two words
together.

Thankfully, the walk to the art gallery is short because it’s
filled with awkward silence. I would pay good money to know
what’s on his mind, but he never gives a hint.

When we get to the building, the woman taking admission
payments doesn’t even ask if we would like to split the
admission. She just groups the two rates together and pushes
the debit machine in front of us. I’'m about to ask her to split
the amounts when Eli takes out his card and pays for us both.

“It was my idea anyway.” He shrugs off my protests.

We head upstairs where the Art Through the Ages exhibit
is happening. To my surprise, and adding to my nerves, we
have the place to ourselves. Every step we take echoes through
the hall, and I’m extremely aware of how close Eli is to me as
we stop to stare at a painting from the Renaissance era.

“Are we supposed to be taking notes or something?” he
asks.

“Umm.” In all of my hustle to get ready, I hadn’t thought
much about what it was we would be doing here, and I forgot
my notebook at home. “We can just look around and get the
vibe of each period and then use that in our notes for the
project.”

“Right.” He pauses. “The vibes.”



Straight away, I feel stupid for my choice of words. The
awkward yet charged silence returns as we walk around. When
we cross over to the Rococo area, Eli breaks the silence.

“So are you an art history major?”

“No.” I shake my head, keeping my eyes on the ground.
No matter how many times my friends and family have
reassured me that it’s normal not to know what you want to do
right away, I still feel slight embarrassment over the fact that I
have no clue what I want to study. “I haven’t declared my
major yet.”

I raise my eyes from the floor to find that Eli’s sole focus
1s on me.

“What are you leaning towards?” he asks.

“Well.” T sigh. “I’'m not sure. I like Art History but I’'m
also really enjoying my politics class. It just feels like a big
decision and I don’t want to mess it up.”

Eli’s gaze is piercing and I turn back to look at a display,
unable to stand his scrutiny after I admitted that I’'m pretty
much directionless.

“You’ve got plenty of time to decide.” His voice is soft and
comforting. It surprises me. “You’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks,” 1 say, eager to move on to a different topic of
conversation. “So how long have you been in the band? 1
didn’t even know you were a part of it until that night.”

My cheeks flush as I’'m assaulted with memories of
everything that came after the show. Eli smirks as if he can
read my mind.

There’s suddenly a very different kind of tension between
us as our gazes lock again. Flashes of our kiss, his words, and
what happened on the couch go through my mind.

I've been wanting to do that all night.
You look so good like this. Let me watch.

Take what you need, Desiree.



Eli clears his throat and looks away, breaking the weird
spell. “It’s been a few years now.”

“Is that what you want to do?” I’d almost forgotten what
we were talking about.

“That would be amazing.” He shrugs. “But it’s also a long
shot. So until we get a break, I’ve got to stick to the back-up
plan.”

“Which is?”

“Graduate and probably get an office job that doesn’t make
me hate my life.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” I laugh. “Is your whole family
musical?”

The lightness that was in his eyes just seconds ago
disappears. “No, just me.” He glances down at the watch on
his wrist. “We should probably hurry; the gallery closes soon.”

I nod my head, unsure of what I said wrong. “Yeah, okay.”

We go through the rest of the exhibit quickly and then
walk back to the apartment in silence.

For a moment, things had felt “normal,” almost friendly
even, and now I’'m wondering if the chemistry between us that
night was all in my head.

/

Exam WEEK HITS HARD. | write three midterms in five days.
All my time is spent either studying at The Next Plate—where
the Manager, Jean-Luc, has now coined me “Dessy”—or at the
library. A good night’s sleep feels like a distant memory but,
despite my utter exhaustion, exams are the perfect distraction
from whatever is going on between me and Eli.

There’s a dangerous undercurrent between us. We still text
each other regularly, but it’s been platonic for the most part,



with a bit of flirting here and there. Neither of us have made
any moves to see each other since the art gallery. Maybe the
kiss was just a one-time thing and I need to accept that.

I pull out my phone as I leave my morning econ exam. The
final was hard. Even after hours of preparation, I don’t know
how well I did.

I scroll through my missed notifications and see four new
text messages. My heart begins to race as I click on them.

Eli: Good luck on your exam today.
It was sent right before I started the test. My heart flutters.
Eli: Nate says hi.

There’s an eye roll emoji next to this message which
makes me chuckle.

Eli: Can | see you this afternoon?

Eli: If you want.

My heart flips and sinks at the same time. I hadn’t
mentioned that [ was going home for the break. It wasn’t like I
was trying to hide it, it just didn’t come up in conversation. It’s
midday now, and I have to leave for the airport in a few hours.

Me: Raincheck? I’'m going home for
Thanksgiving. I'll be back after Reading Week.

There’s a delay and I think he won’t reply at all, but after a
couple of minutes, his name pops up again.

Eli: After Reading Week then.

I do my best to fight the smile that comes across my face,
but I’m left grinning the whole walk home.



I hate this. Every. Single. Minute.

Thanksgiving, and pretty much any holiday centred
around family, feels like a prison sentence in the King
household. I’'m not sure why we bother with a big dinner. ’'m
sure Dad wouldn’t care if we skipped the festivities altogether,
but Aunt Rosa, his sister, insists on having some semblance of
normal family traditions. Initially, I wasn’t planning on
coming back here for the break, but then I thought of Elliot,
stuck at this stupid table by himself, and decided to make the
three-hour drive home early Thanksgiving morning. Not that
he cared at all. He stayed in his room from the moment I got
home until the minute Aunt Rosa announced dinner was ready.
When he saw me, he just tipped his head in greeting, and
didn’t even bother to say hello.

Dad, however, was very surprised I showed up. Can’t say
that I blame him. He gave me an awkward side hug and patted
me on the shoulder. He has never been great with physical
affection, which is fine because it wasn’t something I ever
desired from him. “Good to see you, son.” There was a smile
on his face, but it was as surface level as it could get.

I don’t make a habit of coming home much outside of
summer break and Christmas. Last year, [ skipped
Thanksgiving and spent the week in Banff instead with Nate
and his extended family.

As soon as I walked into the house, I could smell the food
being prepared for tonight’s dinner. Aunt Rosa always cooks
for family functions, and no matter what, she goes all out,
despite the fact that it’s only the four of us. My memories from



before Mom left may be limited, but I do remember the
holidays well. The house would be packed with both sides of
the family. My mother was one of seven kids which meant
there were always aunts and uncles around. As a child, I loved
it, there was constant noise, music, food, and a mountain of
gifts, which I couldn’t get enough of. This also meant that I
noticed their absence even more once Mom left.

When she disappeared, so did everyone else. I once saw
one of my aunts at a grocery store and she couldn’t have
gotten away from me fast enough. Her face had gone white
and she all but abandoned her grocery cart in an attempt to get
out of the small store.

So, now, these are our family holidays. Dad eating
hurriedly before heading to the couch to plant his ass on it for
the rest of the night; Elliot picking at his food with a perma-
scowl on his face,

“How are your classes going?” Aunt Rosa asks me.

I finish chewing and then reply, “So far, so good. It’s been
a pretty easy semester.”

“That’s great, and your favourite class?”

I think over my various philosophy courses and then
respond, “Art History.” And it has nothing to do with a certain
partner.

“Oh!” She beams. “That must be interesting! You know,
when [ was in university, | dated an artist.”

His eyes still fixed on his plate, Elliot lets out a grunt that
can only be described as sarcastic.

“He was so sweet,” she continues to reminisce. “Very in
tune with his emotions. A little too in tune, if you know what |
mean,” she says with a wink.

I, in fact, do not know what she means, and probably don’t
want to know, either, but I nod, hoping to end the
conversation.

“And the band. Tell me how everyone is doing.”
“We’re doing good. Playing at the bar on Halloween.”



“Vince, did you hear that? Your son has a big show coming
up.” Aunt Rosa looks at him expectantly, but I’'m more wary.

My dad glances in my direction. “Congrats.”

It’s the least genuine congrats I’ve ever heard, but I still
mutter a “thanks” under my breath.

When dinner is over, Elliot pushes back his chair with such
force, there’s no doubt he’s scratched the floor. Aunt Rosa
grimaces.

“I’m going out,” he grunts as he heads toward the door.

She frowns but doesn’t respond, and Dad just stares at the
TV, not even turning his head. Okay, I guess I'll ask.

“Where are you going?”’ I call out just as his hand touches
the knob.

“Nowhere you need to worry about.”

And just like that, Elliott leaves, slamming the door behind
him; I assume I won’t be seeing him for the rest of the night. I
feel a knot of anger in my chest, and I wonder where the fuck
everything went wrong with him.

“It’s those kids he’s hanging out with,” Aunt Rosa
whispers under her breath as she begins to collect the dishes.
Neither Dad nor Elliot could be bothered with bringing their
plates to the sink. I stand up and begin helping her clear the
table. “They have him cutting classes to go smoke behind the
school.” She lets out a sigh. “He’s out almost every night
doing God knows what, and I know that some of those boys
have been caught stealing. He’s going to get himself into
trouble.”

“And what is anyone doing about it,” I retort, not
bothering to whisper. Dad should hear this, he’s the parent. It’s
on him to keep Elliot straight, not Aunt Rosa and certainly not
me. But here we are.

She places the plates in the sink before raising her hands in
the air and looking up to the ceiling.

“I tried,” she says, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I
really tried to talk to him, but he’s stubborn. Oh, my word, you



should hear the way that boy talks to me when he’s angry. I
didn’t know he could curse like that.”

She shakes her head, causing her short, silver hair to sway
around her shoulders, as if attempting to remove whatever
conversation they had from her mind. I want to deck Elliot for
talking to her like that. She’s the reason that we even got by
after Mom pulled her disappearing act. In the initial months
after she left, Aunt Rosa all but moved in with us. She packed
my lunches, took me to school, and babysat Elliot all day. She
did her best to make sure we were taken care of.

Whenever she would leave to go back to her own home,
Elliot and I would cry and beg her to stay, all while Dad stared
at us, his face betraying no emotion. I know that he deserved
better and was suffering—all of us were—which is why I don’t
hate his guts. But it’s hard to forgive the absolute lack of a
parental figure he’s been, especially when I needed my father’s
guidance as a teenager. | dealt with it okay, but Elliot? I’'m not
so sure. He needs help now more than ever. Aunt Rosa can’t
get through to him, and I’'m not in town often.

I help with the dishes, then head to my room. The walls are
painted a deep navy blue, my favourite colour. When 1 was
ten, I begged Dad to paint my all-white room and he agreed. I
think he did it mostly to shut me up, but a win is a win, and ten
years later, it’s still the place I feel the most comfortable in the
whole house. It’s yet to be determined whether that’s because
of its comforting colour or because it’s the one area where
everyone leaves me the fuck alone. I flop onto my bed and pull
out my phone. There are a few new notifications from the
group chat with the guys. Just general Happy Thanksgiving
texts and a picture sent from Devin of him, Alex, and Zara
happy as can be together. No message from Desiree though.

She’s been pretty silent since she went back home, a few
sporadic messages here and there over the last couple of days,
nothing significant. I keep reminding myself that it doesn’t
matter. We don’t have to talk every day. In fact, it’s probably
better that we don’t. Still, I can’t help but open our chat and
stare at the last message I sent this morning.



Eli: Decided to go home as well. Happy
Thanksgiving.

I don’t know why I decided to give her that update. I’m not
sure if we’re the type of friends who do that. Hell, I don’t even
know if we are friends. I’ve jerked off to the memory of her
coming on top of me more times than I care to count. Or than
can be medically safe.

Just the thought of it now has me ready to go again and I
groan in frustration. I lay my phone down on the bed next to
me and place a hand over my eyes.

I thought seeing her in a less charged situation, like the
gallery, would help me forget about what happened between us
but, if anything, it made things worse. I need to get her out of
my system once and for all.

“HELLO?” a voice yells out, sounding both near and far. I
must be losing it because it sounds just like ser. “Eli?”

I snap up, grab my phone, and look at the screen. Fuck me.
Desiree’s name is displayed across the top. I must have dialed
her by accident when I put the phone down. I consider ending
the call, but that hardly seems like an appropriate response.
Instead, I clear my throat and raise the phone to my ear.

“Hey,” I respond. I can hear a lot of background noise on
her end, and I realise that she must be in the middle of
whatever Thanksgiving plans she had going on. Not
everyone’s holiday ends with them alone in their room before
nine p.m. “Sorry, I called by accident.”

For a moment, she says nothing, then her voice comes
through the line soft and low. “Oh, okay.” There’s another
pregnant pause on the line. “Well, Happy Thanksgiving, Eli.”

The softness in her voice makes me feel like she had hoped
the call was intentional and damn if that doesn’t do something
odd in my chest. Suddenly, I’'m not ready for her to hang up.

“Are you busy?” I ask. A stupid question, given that it’s a
holiday.



“Dom 1is trying to force everyone into karaoke.” She
laughs. “Does that count as busy?”

Her laughter brings a stupid smile to my face, and I purse
my lips tightly in an effort to squash it before I start full out
grinning all alone in my room like a moron. I can tell that
she’s walked away from where she was as the background
noise becomes more distant.

“And Dom 1is?” I ask her, wishing that I knew all the
important people in her life.

“Dominic, my brother,” she replies, casual as ever. As if us
talking on the phone is just a regular everyday occurrence.
“How has your day been?”

“Good.” A lie. “I decided to come up and see my family.”
Sort of true.

“Right. I saw your text. Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to
respond.”

I shrug my shoulders as if I hadn’t just been wondering
where she was minutes ago. “It’s okay. I know the holidays are
busy.”

“What do you have planned for the rest of the night?” It’s
an innocent question—I asked her the same thing a second ago
—but I tense. I can’t be too honest and let her know what a
mess my family currently is. At the same time, I don’t want to
lie to her. It somehow doesn’t feel right.

“Um,” I utter, as I take a moment to think about how I
want to answer. “My family doesn’t tend to do a lot for the
holidays. There aren’t many of us, so we keep it pretty
minimal.”

“Oh.” There’s a slight note of pity in her tone. My grip on
the phone tightens. [ hate that. 1 hear distant voices calling her
name before she speaks again.

“Eli?” Her voice is quieter now than before. “Can I call
you back later?”

“Yeah,” I respond quickly, almost too quickly.



I hate talking on the phone. It’s long and drawn out for no
reason. I’d rather shoot off a text and have it done with. So my
willingness to speak with her on the phone in a “non-
accidental” way throws me off balance. Everything about her
seems to have that effect on me. I can’t think straight around
her, all coherent thoughts go out the window.

Once I'm 1n bed, I flick on the small box TV in the corner
I picked up at a garage sale when I was in high school. It’s shit
and the picture is grainy as all hell, but it’s one of the first
items I bought for myself and I like being able to watch TV at
night. An old sitcom episode begins and I lie back, letting it
play as I wait for a call I didn’t know I needed.
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y week at home is passing far too quickly for my

liking. Dominic and Stella both headed back to school

right after Thanksgiving, so I’ve had a lot of quality
time with my parents. It’s been fun. I hadn’t realised how
much [ missed them until I saw them at the airport and my
eyes began to swim with tears.

Moving away has shown me that [ am capable of being on
my own, but it doesn’t mean that I won’t always need my
parents. They’re such a huge source of comfort to me. The
tears kept flowing when I finally got to see Stella.

That entire first night was spent holed up in her bedroom.
We talked about everything that had been missed in our
weekly chats. As a joke, I’d called her out on being a lot
slower to reply over the last few weeks, and she’d confirmed
my suspicions. There’s a new boy she’s been obsessed with.

“I don't know how to explain it, Des,” she squeals to me.
“He makes me so happy.” The genuine smile on her face has
me excited for her.

Naturally, I begin pressing for details. “Tell me about him.
Where did you two meet? How old is he? I want details, lady!”

An emotion I can't quite place flashes across her face, and
I wonder if I've said something wrong. We never keep secrets
from each other, so I can t figure out why she wouldn 't want to
talk about this new guy in her life.

“He's twenty,”” she says.

“Same age as Dom,” I reply. And Eli, I think to myself.
Stella clears her throat.



“We met at school... sort of.”

I don't get a chance to follow up on that “sort of” because
she barrels on with questions of her own.

“But enough about me, tell me about Eli. Whats going on
there?” she asks.

“Nothing is going on at all,” I groan, looking up to the
ceiling. “I haven't even seen him since last week at the art

gallery.”

“You haven't seen him.” Stella is obviously disappointed
that I don't have jucier details. I wish I could provide her with
some, but instead, all I can give her is a lame shoulder shrug.

“Weve been texting.”

“Dirty texts?!” she replies, excited, wiggling her shoulders
and making me giggle. God, I've missed this.

“No!” I laugh at the absurdity of what she s just said. “It’s
all been pretty PG. He did ask if I wanted to meet up again
right before I left.” I rub a hand over my eyes. “I dont really
know what that means though.”

She flips over onto her stomach, head on her hands, and
watches me. “Please tell me you said yes?” she pleads, and
this time I don 't disappoint.

“I said yes,” I reply, my voice quiet, as my cheeks grow
warm.

Days later, I’'m waiting for what has now become my
regular call from Eli. We speak on the phone for hours every
night. Talking about our days, lives, or whatever pops into our
minds in the moment. Sometimes, he’ll just keep the phone
line open as he listens to music and I scroll on my phone. I’ve
become so attuned to the sound of his breathing that I can tell
when he’s gone from alert to sleepy. It all just feels too easy.

Which is how I know there’s an issue when I pick up the
phone and his breaths sound erratic.

“Are you okay?” I ask, feeling a twinge of panic and
concern that I’m unsure what to do with.



“Yeah, I’m just stressed about Elliot.” I nod my head as if
he can see me. A few nights ago, in a rare moment where he
had been willing to divulge some personal details about his
life, Eli had explained that he struggled to get along with his
teen brother. I sensed that there was more to the story, but |
didn’t want to push him, so I kept my questions to myself.

“Oh, I’'m sorry,” I reply, unsure of what to say and whether
to ask more.

He breathes out and it sounds as if he’s pacing. “Yeah. If
you could distract me, that would be great.”

“Oh,” T repeat, sounding like a broken record. Distract
him? What should I say?

“Do you ever plan on talking about what happened the
night of the show?”’ I rush out.

For a few seconds, I no longer hear his rapid breaths on the
other of the line and he doesn’t say a word. I want the earth to
swallow me whole. Of all the things I could say, why did that
have to be the thing I blurted out?

“I was just curious,” I say timidly, unable to stand another
second of silence.

He hesitates before responding. “I’m not sure what
happened,” he starts. | press the phone tight against my ear. “I
just—I had been thinking about kissing you for a while and
you were being so stubborn. I won’t lie, it was annoying, but
cute as fuck. I had a drummer’s high, and I just had to know
what your lips tasted like.”

The words flow out of him in a rush, his voice low and
rough. He doesn’t even take a breath, and I struggle to catch
them all. This time, it’s my turn to be stunned into silence. I
don’t know what answer I had expected, but that had not been
it. He chuckles into the line as I stay mute.

“I don’t really have a reason to lie to you, Desiree.”

I don’t like how my stomach somersaults when he says my
name or the flare of heat that courses through me at the sound.



“You know, you can call me Des.” I choose to ignore what
he said about that night. I don’t know why I thought it would
be a good idea to bring it up.

I hear a rustle, then his voice comes out in a low whisper.
“I’ll stick with Desiree. I like the way your breath hitches
every time [ say it.”

I don’t have a response to that either. I remember he said
the same the night of the basement show, and my body
behaves the same way, with a full shiver. I make a note to
myself to not let my reactions be so obvious. It’s
embarrassing.

The noise on the line begins again and I move the phone
away from my ear so that it’s not so loud.

“Where are you right now?” I ask.

“In bed,” he replies and immediately his voice is much
clearer as if he moved the phone closer to him. “Sorry, I keep
moving around, this mattress is shit. Where are you?”

“Bed.” Great. And we’re back to one-word responses.

“Hmm,” he hums and the vibrations of his deep voice
resonate throughout my body. It’s crazy how a little over a
month ago, he was a stranger to me. I wanted nothing to do
with him. Now, I’m talking to him every day and my body will
flip a switch at the smallest sound from him. “What does your
room look like?”

I know he’s asking about the childhood bedroom I’'m in
right now, but I swallow the sudden dryness in my throat at the
thought of what would have happened if we had gone to my
room in Winnipeg, instead of staying on the couch. I’'m turned
on at just the thought of it. I cross my legs and squeeze my
thighs together, hoping the slight pressure will help me out.
Not working.

“It’s all white and pink.” I respond, my voice breathy even
to my own ears. | clear my throat. “Nothing crazy.”

I’m downplaying it a lot. My room is my favourite place in
the house. My sanctuary. In the summer, between grades
eleven and twelve, Stella and I ended up bingeing an absurd



amount of HGTV shows and decided that we were just as
good as interior designers. Our parents were ridiculously
supportive of us deciding that we needed to redo our rooms. I
haven’t made any changes since then. It’s sleek, modern, with
all-white walls and a pink tufted headboard. Pink and white
sheets cover the bed and a fluffy white rug covers some of the
hardwood flooring of the room. A collage of me and Stella
through all the stages of our lives, and friendship, hangs above
the desk on the other side of the room.

“Nothing crazy,” he repeats as if he doesn’t quite believe
it. “And what are you wearing in this very ordinary pink and
white room?”

If I wasn’t feeling so hot right now, I would be annoyed by
his teasing tone, but my mind is blitzed by his question.

“What am [ wearing?” 1 echo. My mouth feels dry, the
space between my legs the complete opposite.

“I didn’t stutter.” His tone is normal, but I hear a slight
catch in his voice as if he’s just as unsure about what’s going
on. “I’m just want to get a visual.”

A stupid, nervous laugh slips out of my mouth. “A Def
Leppard T-shirt and running shorts.”

“In the winter?”

“It’s not winter yet.” Although this fall season has been
cold in the prairies, definitely colder than usual. “And the
house is warm.”

“Are you a big Def Leppard fan?”

“I’m a big fan of this shirt,” I reply with a little bite. If he
wants to be snarky, I can be it, too. “What are you wearing?”

“Nothing.” Silence. Dead silence. Both on the phone line
and in my brain, until I start to cough. Apparently, when it
comes to him, I need to remind myself to do normal bodily
functions like breathe.

“What do you mean nothing?” I squeak out.

The familiar sound of his laughter flows through my ears.
“There’s an absence of clothing. Not sure how else 1 could



phrase it for you. I am under the sheets if that makes you feel
better.”

“That makes me feel...” My words trail off as I think
about Eli in his bed with no clothes on, talking to me. The very
real pulse between my legs picks up, and I stifle a groan.

“That makes you feel what? Use your words.”
“I don’t know how it makes me feel.”

A bald-faced lie if I've ever heard one. I’'m more turned on
now than I was five minutes ago.

“Let me ask you a question.” His voice is raspier than ever
before, and I wonder if he’s struggling for control as much as I
am at the moment. “What would you do if I told you to take
your shorts off?”



here’s nothing but shallow breathing on the other end of

the line. I smile to myself. She’s shy but I know I’ve got

her right where I want her. If she was bothered, she
would have hung up the second the question left my mouth.

“Take them off,” I direct her.

She stays silent, only the sound of her breathing on the
line, and I hear the shifting of sheets. I feel my semi-hard cock
harden even more.

“They’re gone,” she breathes into the phone.

“Good girl,” 1 whisper, and I hear a tiny hitch in her
breathing. She likes that. Interesting. “If 1 were to touch you
right now, how wet would I find you?”

“Very,” she murmurs, her voice shaky. I love hearing her
unravel. I wish I could see it with my own eyes.

“I want your panties off,” I continue. “Are they still on?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”

“Because I’'m not ready to take them off yet,” she huffs,
and I can picture her rolling her eyes at me. The thought has
me wanting to reach down and fist my cock, but not yet.

“Cute, but you’re not calling the shots here,” I reply. “I
want them off. I won’t say it again, Desiree.”

I hear a sharp intake of breath. I love the way she reacts
every time I say her full name. [ went from being annoyed that



she wanted me to call her Desiree, to never wanting to call her
anything else.

“They’re off.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. If the
house wasn’t dead quiet right now, I wouldn’t be able to hear
her. Dad is already asleep and Elliot went to the last bonfire of
the season with his friends, or at least that’s what he said. Who
knows if he’s telling the truth, getting that much information
out of him was like pulling teeth.

“Touch yourself, baby.” The term of endearment slips out
accidentally, but a soft sigh demands my attention, and I don’t
have time to think about where the fuck that came from. The
sigh is followed by a short gasp, and I have to press my hand
against the now rock-solid erection demanding my attention I
give myself one quick stroke before turning my attention back
to the beautiful girl I have on the line. She hasn’t said a word,
but her breaths have gotten harsher, more ragged.

“Slow down,” I instruct. “You can’t come until I say so.”

She lets out a sound of frustration and I stroke myself once
more before I speak again. “I want you to bring one finger
down to your entrance, okay?”

I’m met with only a shallow “mm-hmm.”

“Get that finger nice and wet for me, then bring it back up
to your clit. Slow circles.”

That earns me another moan, and I pump myself with my
fist, the precum allowing my hand to glide up my shaft with
ease. As much as I want to keep this slow, it’s killing me, and I
don’t know how much longer I can keep at this.

“Why did you bring up that night?” I ask her. My heart
hammers in my chest and I’'m aware that my breathing has
quickened as the pace of my own hand picks up. “Do you
think about it often when you lie in bed at night with your
hand between your legs?”’

Another moan. She sounds like sin come to life, and I
would gladly risk heaven for her.

“Tell me,” I demand. My voice sounds firm, but I feel like
[ could break at any given moment. “Have you touched



yourself and thought about us?”

“Yes!” she exclaims. “Fuck, Eli.” A whimper now. “I need
more, please.”
b

I don’t know what makes me snap, her admission that
she’s touched herself thinking about us, her moaning my
name, or the way she begs for it. Regardless, any restraint I
had left is gone. My body is so warm I feel like I might
combust.

“Move your fingers faster,” I command, unsure where I’'m
even finding my ability to speak. I’'m too busy imagining what
it will be like to fuck her. “l want to hear you come. Pinch
your nipple for me.”

I assume she does as I say because I’'m met with a
desperate, “Oh my god, I’'m close.”

I close my eyes and get lost in the sound of her heavy
breathing.

“God, I wish I was there right now to see you.” I try to
gain back some control. “I wouldn’t touch you just yet, I’d
watch. I know firsthand how sexy you are when you’re needy
and ready to come.” My memory is assaulted with flashbacks
from that night and I hope she remembers it too. “Don’t hold
back, Desiree. I want you to let go for me.”

As if she was waiting for me to say the words, the most
delectable moans come through the phone, one after the other,
the sweetest chorus I’ve ever heard.

“I’m coming,” she bites out before her orgasm steals her
words away.

That’s all I need to hear before I let myself go, too. Hot
spurts of cum hit my stomach. My eyes are squeezed shut and
my jaw i1s slack. Desiree is panting on the line, and I feel like
I’ve won a damn gold medal, knowing that I’ve made her
come twice.

There’s a minute of pure silence on the line, as we each
catch our breaths and come down from the high we just
experienced.



“That was my favourite call yet,” I say between deep
breaths.

She lets out a light chuckle. “Eli!”

“I’'m telling the truth,” I say, amusement coating my own
words.

There’s another moment of silence on the line.
“Eli?” she whispers.

“Yeah?” I respond. I love the sound of her voice right now.
It’s soft and sweet, just like her.

“If you could go anywhere, where would it be?” Her
question catches me off guard, but not more than the first
answer that pops into my head. Wherever you are.

Instead, I laugh. “Outer space.”

“Really?” She giggles, and I find myself wishing I could
bottle the sound. “Why space?”

Honestly, I said it because my actual thought freaked me
out, but I can’t admit that. And there was that brief time as a
child when I wanted to be an astronaut. Doesn’t every kid?

“Seems... peaceful,” I answer. “A place where all the shit
that preoccupies us here doesn’t matter anymore.

“Huh,” she mutters. “I didn’t have you clocked as a guy
looking for peace, being a drummer and all. It’s probably the
least ‘peaceful’ instrument out there.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” I reach to turn off my
bedside light and stare up at the ceiling, letting my eyes adjust
to the darkness of the room. “Quiet doesn’t necessarily mean
calm. I’'m never more at peace than when I'm playing the
drums or listening to music. I get lost in it all and everything
else just fades away.”

“Music is your happy place.”

She sounds tired, and if I’'m being honest, so am I. My
eyes feel heavy with sleep, but I’'m not ready to hang up.



“I guess it 1s,” I reply, trying to keep my voice from
betraying how sleepy I feel. “Where would you go?”

There’s a pause on the line and I think that maybe she’s
fallen asleep. “Santorini.”

“In Greece?”

“No. Downtown Toronto,” Desiree mutters, laying the
sarcasm on thick. “Yes, in Greece. It looks beautiful. Stella
and I always talked about taking a trip there together.”

“Best friend?” 1 ask. My speech is slow and my eyes are
droopy. I should probably just say good night.

“Yeah, she’s basically my sister.” She yawns. “I miss her.”

“Where does she live?” I pry. There’s silence on the other
line and my eyes close as I wait for her response.

Y,

I wakE to sunlight streaming through the window next to my
bed. My phone is lying next to me where I had it before I fell
asleep last night. I don’t know what time it was when we hung
up. [ don’t even remember hanging up.

I pick my phone up to check the time and feel a tinge of
confusion when I raise it and see Desiree’s name on the
screen. | feel my stomach start to sink as the morning fog lifts,
and I register that the timer on the call is still running. Ten
hours, thirty-eight minutes, twenty seconds, and counting. |
consider what my next move should be. Do I hang up and
pretend this didn’t happen? That’s probably the best course of
action.

I can’t believe that I, Mr. I-hate-talking-on-the-phone, have
been making nightly phone calls—Iet alone falling asleep on
the phone—to a girl I’'m not even with.

The whole situation feels far too intimate. Something that
long distance couples like Tristan and Angelica, who can’t



bear being apart, do. Not mere classmates.

I’m about to click the button to disconnect the call when
I’m reminded that my life is one colossal joke. At that exact
moment, I’'m hit with the sudden urge to sneeze, loudly. It
takes me by surprise and causes me to drop the phone and
wake Desiree up on the other end.

“Eli?” her scratchy and sleepy voice croaks as I realise my
plan to hang up is now down the drain. She sounds good in the
morning. 700 good.

“Uh, hey,” I say lamely. “I guess we forgot to hang up last
night.”

“Oh.” There’s shuffling and I wonder what she’s up to.
“Well, good morning.”

“Good morning.” My voice sounds stiff, like I’'m out of
practice with holding human conversation, but to be fair, this
sort of thing 1sn’t really my forte. I don’t usually stick around
long enough for good mornings with the women I make come
at night. Not that many of them actually want me to stay.
Usually, they’re more than happy to have me out and on my
way once we’ve fulfilled our mutual needs, but Desiree is
different. I think back to the way she sounded on the phone
last night. Her moans were sweeter than sugar, and if I could
replay them all day long, I would.

She is different. She would be the type of girl that wants to
stay up and cuddle for hours after a night of fun, she would
want me to spend the night. I’ve been acting as if I can just
fuck her out of my system, but I couldn’t even hang up the
damn phone last night. No. As much as 1 would relish the
opportunity to fuck her, I can’t think rationally around her.

“Eli? Are you still there?” Her angelic voice rings through
the line, and I hate that I feel guilty about what needs to be
done.

“Yeah.” I cough, trying to clear my throat. “I’m here.” I’'m
stalling, even more evidence that this is the right choice. So
why do [ feel like shit about it?



“Last night was...” she starts, unsure, but trails off, and I
think that I’ve found the perfect segue.

“A mistake.”
“Unexpected.”

We both speak at the same time. I hear her sharp intake of
breath when she realises what I said.

“A mistake?” Desiree questions, her voice trembling a
little.

I swallow hard and try to keep my tone neutral. “It
shouldn’t have happened.”

“Oh. Okay?” The confusion in her voice is clear and it
matches the way I’'m currently feeling. Neither of us speaks
for a second and I consider trying to walk back on what I said.
“I’1l see you next week, then, to work on the project,” Desiree
continues, her tone cold.

Fuck. 1t’s one thing to call it a mistake over the phone, I
don’t know if my new resolve to stay away from her will hold
when we’re face-to-face.

“I’ll work on my section and email it to you,” I say. The
phone line is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. “Or if you
want to send me your half, I can put it together. We’ll just
present our sections.”

“Okay.” This time, it’s not a question. She sounds
annoyed, which makes sense since we fell asleep on the
phone, post-mutual-orgasms, and now I’m giving her the cold
shoulder.

She doesn’t see the issue, but I do.

With this morning came clarity. One taste of her could
never be enough, and she will always want more than I can
give, so this needs to stop. The phone calls. The obsession. A4//

of it.
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‘m at the airport, waiting for my flight, when an email

comes in from Eli. It’s his half of our class project. Five

pages of notes on the Rococo period. I can’t believe he
pulled this together before I finished mine. We will be
presenting at the end of this week. I had already gathered some
notes, but assumed we would meet before the presentation to
go over everything and make sure it made sense.

There is no text in the email. No subject sine, no /ey,
here’s my half!

Just a blank email with a word document attached. I guess
the desperation to make sure he never speaks to me again must
have spurred him on.

He completely flipped a switch yesterday morning, and I
have no idea why. The conversation the night before had been
fine. More than fine. My cheeks heat as I think back to what
we did.

But when we woke up, he was colder than ice. At first, I
was confused. It’s not like I had forced him to do something he
didn’t want to do. In fact, he was the one who initiated it, but

if he thinks it was all a mistake and wants to avoid me, then to
hell with him.

Still, a niggling voice in the back of my head wondered
what caused the shift. By the time my plane touched down in
Winnipeg, the voice had become a persistent shout, and I was
fighting back the urge to text him and call him out on his
bullshit.

What could I really say, though?



Hey! You made me orgasm twice, so the least you could do
is tell me why you don't want to talk to me. No. He made his
feelings clear, and I will not make a pathetic plea for his
attention. I won’t stoop that low.

This 1s good for me. It’s the reminder I needed of what a
jackass Eli is. I can’t believe I allowed myself to develop a
crush on him, but this was all it took to remind me exactly who
he is. Besides, I know it’ll take a few frogs to find my prince.
I’m not as lucky as my parents were. Times have changed.

When I walk through the door, all the lights are on in the
apartment and I’m hit with the most delicious smell. Yazmine
told me on the phone yesterday that she would make brunch
for us when I got home, which I emphasised was unnecessary.
I have been gone for just over a week and she acts as though
it’s been months. Clearly, she didn’t listen to me because the
kitchen counter i1s filled with an assortment of dishes. Waffles,
bacon, eggs—both scrambled and fried—and toast.

All this food and no Yazmine.

As if my thoughts summoned her, she runs in from the
hallway and screams.

“You’re back!” She throws her arms around me, making
me chuckle. “I kept up with your flight the entire morning and
timed it perfectly! I just finished cooking.”

“You didn’t have to do all this.” I look at the massive
spread, amazed.

“I know I didn’t have to,” she says with a smile, taking a
step back. “But I wanted to! It wasn’t the same without you
here.”

My eyes well with happy tears as it hits me out of nowhere
just how much I missed her. She’s become like family to me,
and I can’t imagine not having her to come home to.

“I missed you,” I say.
“Me too,” she replies. “So, how was your week?”

“Good, spent most of my time with my parents.” I hesitate
as I grab a plate from the cabinet, unsure if [ want to get into



details about Eli. However, that voice from earlier now urges
me to vent, so I do. I spill it all. The nightly phone calls, the
conversation that turned into more, and the bullshit that
followed.

“How did none of this ever come up when we talked?”
Yazmine asks, her voice raised an octave.

“Not the sort of thing you text?” I offer as a lame excuse.
“What are you going to do?”

That makes me laugh, although it sounds hollow to my
ears. “Nothing,” I respond with a shrug. “He made his position
clear. I’'m not going to beg for his attention.”

She nods her head in agreement. “So you’re just going to
ignore him on Tuesday?”

My stomach drops a little at the mention of having to see
him again.

Honestly, I haven’t given much thought as to how I'm
going to deal with him for the rest of the semester. In theory, it
should be easy.

“Yup!” I respond. “We can just go back to the way things
were in the first place.”

The little voice that has haunted me all morning reminds
me that Eli doesn’t seem like the type of person to make
anything easy.

“And if he approaches you?” Yaz asks, as she begins to fill
her plate.

“He won’t. He made it pretty clear that he had nothing else
to say to me.”

“Maybe.” She points a fork at me. “He’s just not a morning
person. I mean, even I’'m only ninety percent of my normal
charming self when I wake up.”

I chuckle before sobering. “No. This was definitely more
than morning grumpiness.”

She frowns. “If you want me to go downstairs and ask him
what his issue is, I’ll do it right now.”



“That won’t be necessary, but thank you.” I laugh, wanting
to move away from this topic. “Anyway, let’s dig in.”

We spend the next hour eating as Yazmine gives a quick
rundown of her family’s Thanksgiving, and we both cackle as
she tells me about her dad’s reaction to her mom making a
“heart-healthy” dinner.

“I’ve never seen a man so mad about having to consume
mushroom gravy in his life!” Yaz laughs. “You would have
thought my mother was trying to poison him.”

By the time we’re done catching up, it’s already mid-
afternoon, and I feel the exhaustion of the past week hit me
like a brick wall.

I leave Yazmine in the living room to take a quick nap, but
when I wake up, it’s dark out. I check my phone and see that
it’s eleven-fifteen p.m. I swipe a hand over my face. Damn, 1
didn’t mean to sleep that long. I must have been more tired
than I thought I was. I groan as I realise that my day, and
potentially the whole week, is about to be thrown off-kilter
because of this stupid nap that I’ve taken.

I make myself some tea, accepting that I’'m no longer tired.
There’s no way I’ll be able to fall back asleep. My laptop is
still on the coffee table where I left it earlier and I click on the
email Eli sent this morning.

The notes are extremely detailed. How did he pull this all
together in twenty-four hours? I go to my own file with the
document I had been working on and start typing.

Y,

IT was after four in the morning when I dragged myself to bed
and eight a.m. when I turned off my alarm and decided I
would skip my first class. Exhausted is an understatement
when it comes to how I feel today. On the plus side, I finished
my section of the presentation. Once I got into research mode,



it was pretty easy, and now all that’s left to do is combine our
notes into PowerPoint slides.

By the time I drag myself out of bed, it’s mid-morning and
Yaz has already left for the day. [ make myself a cup of coffee,
revelling in the scent as it pours from the machine into my
mug. I lean against the counter and contemplate what I want to
do with my free day, then it clicks. Photography. I missed it
while I was away. I snapped pics here and there on my phone
but it wasn’t the same. I missed the weight of the camera in
my hand, the joy of walking around a new area, finding
seemingly mundane places and showing just how beautiful
they really are.

The further into October we get, the colder it becomes, and
I’ve accepted that soon enough, casual walks outside may no
longer be realistic. I pick up the camera off my desk and feel
myself get excited to go out and do something to take my
mind off the one thing it keeps coming back to. E/i. No matter
how hard I try, my thoughts always seem to circle back to him.
It felt like we were actually making progress. I’d let myself
begin to anticipate seeing him after the break and the rug was
pulled out from under me. I can’t stop myself from trying to
figure out where things went wrong.

I spend the afternoon walking around the West Broadway
area of the city and, with every step I take, I’'m thankful that
this 1s what I decided to do today. It’s the perfect way to get
out of my head.

The fall air 1s cool and crisp, calming me in a way [ hadn’t
realised I needed. The community is gorgeous. It has an older
feel, yet it’s not at all outdated. There are plenty of local
businesses and restaurants, and I take note of them all, vowing
to eat my way through the area.

I pause when I pass what looks like a dive bar called
Merchant. The name of the bar is printed in large letters on a
black canopy that provides cover to the front door. I recognise
it as the place where Eli had mentioned their band practices.
So much for not thinking about him.



It’s closed at the moment, but I see a bit of light through
the window, and I wonder if the guys are in there right now.
The thought makes my stomach sink. How am I going to
handle seeing him in class? That sounds like a problem for
tomorrow me. 1 snap a quick picture of the outside of the bar
and continue on my walk. By the time I get back home, it’s
dark and my legs feel like Jell-O. Any concerns about my
ability to fall asleep tonight have been completely erased
because I’'m already drained.

I devote the rest of the evening to finishing the art history
presentation, and when it’s finally completed, I fight the urge
to send Eli a text to let him know that it’s done. Common
sense wins that battle, so I close my laptop and go to bed. If he
wanted to know what was happening, he could have asked.

Y,

WHEN | GET to class in the morning, I take my normal seat.
Most of the class is already here, but ke isn’t, and I briefly
wonder if he’s going to skip today’s class. That both eases
some of my anxiety and annoys the shit out of me. The mixed
feelings I have about the whole situation are short-lived when
Professor Loughlin walks into the room and Eli strides in
behind him. He’s wearing all black and looks tired as hell. He
makes eye contact with me as he enters, and I hold my breath.
For a second, I think he’s going to sit next to me like he has
been, but he crosses the classroom and takes a seat on the
opposite side of the room. I exhale and open my notebook. I
should have known we wouldn’t sit together. If he can’t even
be bothered to talk to me outside of class, why would I think
he would acknowledge me now?

I do my best to focus on the lecture, but halfway through
the class, 1 feel a prickling sensation flow through my body.
Against my better judgement, I turn my attention away from
Loughlin and look at Eli. Sure enough, his eyes are fixed on
me. He’s looking at me with intensity. I hear blood rushing in



my ears and my mouth goes dry. Where others would look
away when caught staring, he holds my gaze unbothered, and
it reminds me of our very first encounter. I turn my head back
to the professor and do my best to listen, but I can’t absorb a
word while his eyes are on me.

It fills me with anger. He can’t say he wants nothing to do
with me, then days later, spend a whole class staring at me
from across the room. The irritation that I feel only continues
to grow and by the time Loughlin dismisses us, I leave my
stuff behind and march directly over to the boy whose eyes
haven’t left me for over an hour.



I almost skipped class today. I couldn’t decide if it would
feel worse seeing her and not talking to her or not seeing

her at all. In the end, my inner masochist won and I went
to class. I couldn’t tell you a damn thing that Loughlin said for
the entire hour and fifteen minutes, but I could give you a very
detailed description of Desiree from across the room. It’s been
over a week since the last time I saw her, and I swear she’s
more beautiful than before. Her dark curls cascade around her
shoulders as she squints her eyes and bites her lip while she
tries to pay attention to whatever the professor is saying.

After twenty minutes, she becomes aware of my staring
and breaks her focus on the lecture to look at me. There’s an
emotion behind her eyes that I can’t quite place, she definitely
doesn’t look happy with me, but if she thinks she’ll make me
cower away, she won’t. It just spurs me on. I stare at her face,
her brown eyes are flecked with hints of gold, those lips I
know are pillow soft. In fact, this brings me back to the first
day I saw her in the bookstore. It feels like ages ago, and if |
thought she was a problem for me then, it’s got nothing on the
issue she is for me now.

Still, I'm surprised when class is dismissed and I see
Desiree leave her stuff at the table and walk toward me.
There’s clear determination in her eyes and I hold back a small
smile. She looks cute as shit even when she’s upset. She comes
to a standstill in front of me, not saying a word, clearly waiting
for me to speak up. When I remain quiet, I can almost see the
smoke pouring out of her ears.

“Can I help you with something?” There’s a bite to her
words, and I can tell it has taken her equally by surprise that



she’s in front of me right now.

It’s the first time I’ve heard her voice since that morning,
and as much as I want to deny it, [ missed talking to her.

“You came to me,” I point out, keeping my tone neutral as
I lean back in my chair. “Did you get my email?”

I had sent her all my notes on my section of the
presentation, but never heard back. After our last conversation,
I suppose that shouldn’t have surprised me.

“Because you were staring at me.” Her exasperation and
clipped sentences are a dead giveaway to her level of
annoyance, and it begins to rub off on me. Did I handle
everything perfectly? No. But she walked over to me, so she
should cut the attitude a bit. “I got the email. I finished the
presentation, so we’re good for Thursday.”

I nod my head as I continue to hold her gaze, refusing to
shy away. That’s not in my nature. I know I should get up and
go. Class finished five minutes ago and most of the students
have cleared out. I don’t have a lot of time until Nate comes
barging in here looking for me. I don’t need him to come in
here and pick up on any tension between the two of us.

I love him like a brother, but after his reaction to what
happened with Sadie, who hasn’t spoken to me since telling
me off the night of the basement show, the last thing I need 1s
for him to think I’ve messed things up with Desiree too. Not
that there was ever anything between us to mess up.

“Great. Sounds good,” I say as I begin to stand.

She casts me a withering glare and turns around to head
back to her desk, but she stops and snaps back to face me at
the last second. This time, there’s no questioning the untamed
anger in her eyes. If I’'m honest, I accept it.

I’m being an ass.
I know it.
She knows it.

I can see the fury in her eyes, making me feel like shit, and
that somehow makes me angry too. Why do I care how she



feels? I don t owe her anything.

“I knew you were a dick,” Desiree starts, “but you really
laid 1t on thick. I didn’t ask for constant communication, you
did that on your own. You’re the one who inserted yourself
into my life. As far as I’'m concerned, I didn’t do anything to
you, so I’m not sure why you’re acting like I killed your cat all
of a sudden.”

I can’t help the laugh that slips out of me. “I don’t have a
cat,” I reply.

She glares at me again, and if looks could kill, I’d be dead
and buried. “Fuck you, Eli,” she spits and then turns away.

Something about those three words coming from her really
riles me up, and I snap.

“You want to know why I’m not interested in you?” I say,
not needing to raise my voice to be heard. We’re the only
people left in the classroom, she can hear me loud and clear.
“Because of this right here. You couldn’t do ‘simple’ if you
tried.” I drum my fingers against the table. “I talked to you for
a couple of weeks and what? You miss me? Sorry, sunshine. I
don’t do this. I'm a no-strings-attached guy and you’re
wrapped up in them.”

Her shoulders tense at my words, but she stays quiet, still
not facing me as she grabs her stuff.

I leave the classroom, feeling like shit. What I said was
true, even though my delivery was harsh. I never meant to let
her get under my skin, but she does every single time. If I did
ever want to talk to her again, today made sure that that’s not
going to happen. Part of me wants to run back into the room
and apologise, and I hate it.

Fortunately, there’s an annoyed redhead waiting outside of
the classroom for me.

“What the fuck took so long?” Nate asks as he pushes off
of the wall. “I didn’t think you were ever going to come out.”

I ignore his question. I’'m not feeling particularly talkative
at the moment. “Let’s go,” I mutter at the same moment
Desiree storms out the classroom door. Fucking hell.



Nate spots her immediately and a big old shit-eating grin
plasters itself on his face when he realises I wasn’t alone in the
room.

“Des, hey!” he calls, drawing her attention over to us. I
want to kick him in the kneecaps for it.

She looks at us, and I’'m left baffled when she smacks a big
smile on her face and walks over.

“Nate,” she exclaims as she hugs him. Not one of those
quick side hugs that you give your cousin you haven’t seen in
five years. A full-frontal, arms-thrown-around-his-neck,
squeezing-him-tight hug.

There’s a second of confusion on his face before Nate,
being Nate, hugs her back just as enthusiastically, while I
watch in disgust, my teeth grinding together. “How was your
Reading Week?”

Nate gives her a quick rundown of his time in Banff, and |
grow more and more annoyed with the cheery way Desiree
responds to him. Gone is the surly tone she was using with me,
and the anger in her eyes has softened as she playfully taps his
arm.

Is she actually flirting with him right now? My jaw locks.
“Nate,” I say, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Let’s go.”

He looks at his watch and curses under his breath when he
realises just how late we are.

“Sorry, Des.” He looks at her apologetically. Meanwhile,
she’s back to glaring at me as if I’'m dragging away her new
best friend. “We’ve got to run. We’re late for practice and the
big Halloween show is coming up.”

No.

I cast a quick look at Nate and let out a cough, a beg for
him to shut up right now. The last time one of the guys told her
about a show, she ended up in the audience. He doesn’t even
glance in my direction, his eyes fixed on Desiree.

“Halloween show?” she questions.



Please, no.

I can tell by the tone of her voice that she’s wondering why
this is the first time she’s heard about it. In truth, it never came
up in conversation. It didn’t seem important enough to bring
up. And that’s surprising since there was a time not long ago
when the Halloween gig at Merchant felt like the most
important thing in the world.

It still 1s, but she s become a distraction, taking up every
bit of free space in my mind. Yet another reason I needed
some distance from her.

“Yeah,” Nate replies, enthusiastically. I wonder what it
would do to our friendship if I took a solid swing at him right
now. “We’re playing at the Merchant on Halloween night. You
should come.”

Fucking fantastic.

“I’m sure she has better things to do on Halloween,” I
interject, no longer able to stay quiet.

The stare Desiree pins me with is ice cold, and a small,
devious smile curves onto her lips. It’s not one of the cute
smiles that she’s given me in the past. It’s the smile you get
from someone right before they do something they know will
piss you off.

“I actually don’t,” she replies, her focus back on Nate. “I’ll
be there. Bye, Nate.”

She turns around and struts down the opposite end of the
hall.

Nate looks over to me, a grin on his face, totally oblivious
to the way Desiree just ignored me. “You’re welcome,” he
whispers as if he’s done me a favour.

I stare at his back for a second, wondering if he’s had one
too many protein shakes and it’s altered his ability to read the
fucking room. I follow him, reminding myself that he’s my
friend and that I shouldn t strangle him in his sleep tonight.

When we finally make it to Merchant, we’re fifteen
minutes late. Tristan, Devin, and Sadie all look pissed. Sadie



hasn’t come to a practice in weeks, ever since our
conversation, but maybe this is a sign that she’s ready to move
past everything that went down.

“Where the fuck were you guys?” Devin snaps. “You
could have at least sent a message to let us know you’d be
late.”

“Sorry,” Nate begins. “We got caught up talking to Des
outside of his class. Lost track of time. Let’s get started.”

This man’s motor mouth is running my last nerve.

“Oh. Well, as long as you were late for a good reason,”
Sadie chimes in, her tone dripping with sarcasm. [ guess all
isn t forgiven. “It’s not like you’ve got a big show coming up.”

“Lay off, okay,” I snap at her. She rolls her eyes at me, but
stops talking. “I’ll skip my next class so we can catch up.”

“It’s fine,” Tristan speaks up, always the peacemaker in the
group. “Sadie was just giving us Halloween ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?” I ask, a bit skeptical, remembering
her suggestion that we play shirtless with masks a few weeks
back.

“Face paint,” Sadie replies, keeping her eyes down on her
phone. “It’s just a suggestion. You can do whatever you want.”

I nod. It’s better than her first idea, I’'ll give her that.
Between dealing with Desiree earlier and the tension with
Sadie, I’'m itching to let out some steam, and drumming is the
best way I know how.

“Are we playing or what?” I ask no one in particular as |
walk toward the drum kit, picking up the sticks on the stool
before | take a seat.

Sadie glowers at me for a second from where she stands,
then moves to the other side of the room and leans against a
table. I'm no longer fazed. From the second I pick up the
sticks, nothing else matters. The smooth wood in my hands
makes me feel more in control.

The guys take no time finding their spots, and we spend
the next two hours practising our set. My arms move at a fast



pace as I slam down on the drums, hitting them quickly, not
once dropping the beat. I throw my whole body into it as I
allow the music to rock through me. With each strike to the
drums, I feel my tension roll away, and by the time we’re
done, my hair sticks to my forehead with sweat. I played just
as hard as I would have if we were performing for a live
audience, and I feel re-energised.

That is, until I pick up my phone and the stupid habit that
has crept up on me over the last two weeks makes an
appearance. I check my phone for a new text from Desiree,
only to remember that we aren’t speaking.

The buzz I felt just minutes ago disappears, and I wonder
whether I’'m more fucked with or without her.
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‘'m a no-strings-attached type of guy and you’re wrapped
up in them.

Eli’s words have rung in my head constantly over the last
forty-eight hours, and I hear them clear as day as I get ready
for class. It’s presentation day.

Who the fuck does he think he is? He thinks he knows me
so well.

[ am not wrapped up in strings. Am [? Sure, I’ve never had
a casual relationship before, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t
do it. I wasted three years dating Liam with absolutely nothing
to show for it. Nothing but proof that words of commitment
aren’t always what they appear.

I consider that thought throughout most of the class, not
hearing a single word from the first three presentations. When
Loughlin announces Eli and me for the next turn, I’m startled
and forced to gather myself. Eli gets up from his seat and
walks to the front with a couple of papers in his hand. I walk
to the side of the room where the professor’s desk and
computer are located and plug in the USB drive that holds our
presentation. Once the opening slide shows up on the screen, I
grab the remote to control the PowerPoint and join Eli at the
front.

I glance over at him, but he’s careful to avoid my gaze,
staring down at the notes in his hand. We never had a
discussion about the flow of the presentation, so I figure it
would be best for me to start.



I spend the next ten minutes explaining the impact the
Renaissance era had on art history and its defining
characteristics. When I finish, Eli picks up right where I left
off as seamlessly as if we had rehearsed it. He discusses the
Rococo period with ease and compares and contrasts it to the
Renaissance era. The twenty minutes spent in front of the class
fly by and before I know it, we’re done. This ridiculous project
that has loomed over our heads is finally complete.

I sit back in my seat, feeling a lot lighter. I hadn’t realised
how much stress this project had caused me. There’s one more
presentation after ours, then Loughlin dismisses the class, and
everyone files out.

I briefly consider going up to Eli, but I don’t know what to
say. It’s laughable, but it’s the one thing he got right the other
day. After a couple of weeks of constant communication and
two mind-blowing orgasms, I did miss him.

We make eye contact for a second from across the room,
and my heart begins to race in my chest, but he looks away
almost immediately. For a moment I thought he was going to
speak up, and maybe even apologise for his cruel words the
other day. Instead, he quickly stands and exits the room,
making my decision a lot easier.

If he thinks he has me all figured out, I’ll show him that he
doesn’t know me half as well as he thinks he does. I don’t
know why I can’t let what he said go, but I’'m desperate to
prove him wrong.

Eli won’t get the last word.

Y,

“ARE you sure you’re okay going on your own?” Yazmine
asks me for the hundredth time as we get ready to go out.

It’s Halloween night. I’'m going to see Merchant Revival
play while Yazmine and Jaden are off to a party hosted by one



of the photography club girls. I had considered going too, but I
told Nate I would be at the show, and I want to stay true to my
word. It has absolutely nothing to do with the hot as fuck
asshole who will be playing tonight. To her credit, Yaz did
offer to skip the party and come to the show with me, but I
told her it wasn’t necessary.

I’m hoping to make it an early night. I doubt I'll stay for
the whole show. I’ll just pop in, have a couple of drinks, and
leave. I texted Tristan to confirm if it would be a costume
party, and he let me know that people would definitely be
dressing up. I didn’t have time to get creative with my
costume, so Yazmine bought me matching black angel wings
and a halo when she picked up her own costume.

“I’m sure,” I reassure her. “I’ll be safe. I'll take an Uber
there and back, it’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” she says, concern still etched on her face as she
puts on her lipstick in the mirror.

“You look hot,” I tell her as I spray myself with my go-to
Miss Dior perfume.

She is going as Cat Woman, dressed head to toe in a
leather jumpsuit and cat mask.

“We both look hot,” she replies with a wink.

I examine myself in the full-length mirror. ’'m wearing a
fitted black strapless minidress. I’ve got the wings and halo on
and my knee-high boots are waiting for me at the door. I’'m all
set.

I pull out my phone and check where the Uber is and
realise I only have five minutes until it arrives. I give Yazmine
a quick hug and run to the front door, yanking on my boots,
and nearly fall over in the process.

Tristan and Nate both offered to drive me, but I declined,
knowing they would need to be there much earlier than I cared
to arrive. Plus, if their roommate was travelling with them, I
wasn’t sure everyone would make it to the bar alive.

I have no interest in fighting with Eli; when he got to say
his piece the other day, it caught me off guard and I went



mute. | stood there, unable to process the words that were
being said to me, as tense rage flowed through me. He told me
exactly what he thought of me and I should have that same
opportunity. Hopefully, once I get that closure, I’'ll stop
thinking about him every day. But that won’t be tonight. If I’'m
lucky, he won’t even notice me. I’ll just be another face in a
crowded bar on Halloween.

By the time my Uber driver pulls up in front of Merchant, I
wonder why I’ve decided to come. I’m sure Nate invited me to
be nice, but no one would have cared whether I showed up or
not.

When I enter the building, I’m hit with the fact that I don’t
know a single soul here. It’s busy, not as crowded as I
expected, but it’s still early. The place is dimly lit with booths
against every wall, except for the very front one where there 1s
a small raised stage with equipment set up on it. Music plays
from an overhead speaker, but I don’t recognise the song.

As I look around, my eyes get caught on the black-and-
white checkered tile of the room. The style of the place is
eclectic, at best. It’s a dive bar, but it also feels like a retro
diner at the same time. It’s loud, yet calming.

Most people are dressed up in well thought out costumes
and it makes me feel stupid with my skimpy, last-minute
excuse for a costume. Groups of people are scattered around;
every booth is taken and I don’t see any of the guys anywhere.
Right behind the stage is a wooden door; if I had to take a
guess as to where they were, I’d say they’re behind it. I let out
a deep sigh. I figure my best bet is the bar where a couple of
stools are still available.

An older man is working by himself, although he doesn’t
at all seem stressed by the number of people here. In fact, he’s
leaned against the bar, laughing away with a customer, not a
care in the world. He must be in his late sixties, a few deep
wrinkles crease his face as he smiles, and his full head of grey
hair looks like it’s streaked copper from the overhead lighting.

When I take a seat at the bar, he pushes off the counter top,
cutting his conversation short, and walks over to me.



“What can I get you, sweetheart?”” he asks as he polishes a
glass. His voice is smooth and calming, and I instantly decide
that I like him. He looks entirely different but has a presence
that reminds me an awful lot of my dad.

“I’ll have a Jack and Coke,” I say, ordering the first drink
to pop into my head.

He taps his hand against the bar and smiles. “Coming right
up,” he replies as he measures out a generous shot of whiskey,
pours it into a short glass, and fills it up with coke. “Are you
new to the area? [ haven’t seen you before.”

I shake my head and accept the glass that he hands me,
taking a sip.

“I’'m from Saskatchewan, I just moved here for school in
September,” I explain. “I’m Desiree.”

He raises an eyebrow when I say my name, but then
reaches his hand out to shake mine.

“I’m Mickey.” He looks around the bar. “I’m the owner.”

The ease I noticed before makes more sense now. He was
hanging out at the bar as if he were at home, and I suppose in a
way, he is.

“This place is...” I pause, struggling to describe the bar.
“Really nice.”

He chuckles, the sound rumbling out of him.

“It’s something, all right. I’ve owned it for the last twenty-
five years, so I suppose I’'m just happy this place is still
standing.”

I laugh as I turn my head to examine the bar more closely.
The walls are wood-panelled and the pool table off to the side
where a group of guys are playing, looks slightly worn, but
nothing else would give away that the establishment is older
than [ am.

“I’m guessing you’re here because of Elijah?” he asks.

The question catches me by surprise, and I nearly choke on
my drink.



“No. I mean...” I stumble over my words, and I feel my
cheeks heat. “I’'m friends with some of the guys playing
tonight?” My statement comes out as a question. Are we
friends? We’ve only met a few times, but each time, they make
me feel as though we’ve known each other for ages. And as far
as Eli goes, we 're nothing to each other.

There’s a knowing smile stuck to Mickey’s face and he
leans further across the bar to speak to me, as if we’re sharing
a secret.

“I’'m sure I’'m not supposed to say this, but that boy is too
stubborn for his own good.” 1 have no idea what he’s talking
about now, but the lights of the bar begin to dim, distracting
me, and the room descends into near darkness. “In all the years
I’ve known him, he’s never once come to me to talk about a
girl. But you seem to have him wound up tight.”

My heart starts to race, but it feels as if my brain has
slowed down. “Are you sure you’re talking about Eli?” I ask
him.

I’m not able to compute what I’'m being told right now. As
soon as the question leaves my mouth, the door behind the
stage opens, and the guys walk out.

Or at least I think it’s them because they’re all completely
covered in face paint.

Nate walks out in full Pennywise face paint, Tristan’s is
marked with white dots on one side and dark lines everywhere
contouring him to look like something out of a Pop Art piece.
Devin has fully committed to his look; he’s done up like the
joker, right down to the hair that is dyed green and slicked
back.

As impressed as I am with the effort that all of the guys
have put into their appearances, the one that has me transfixed
sits behind the drums.

Eli 1s dressed in black pants and a matching black leather
jacket. Notably absent is a shirt. I can see his bare torso,
scattered with various tattoos, and I’m hit with the urge to fan
myself. [ tear my gaze from his abs and look up.



His face is painted as a skull. And it’s hot. Really hot. I’'m
starting to question my sanity. Who sees a guy in skull face
paint and needs to cross their legs to try and keep the ache at
bay? Me, apparently.

Mickey gives the bar top a tap and winks at me before
going to serve a guy who has just sat down at the end of the
bar. The man 1s wearing a suit and looks out of place amongst
the partygoers. He doesn’t even order a drink, but chats easily
with Mickey. They seem to be around the same age, and I
wonder if they’re friends.

My nosiness gets interrupted when the overhead music
gets cut off, and I hear Eli’s voice call out, “One, two, three,
four.”

Then, live music takes over the room. I’m barely paying
attention, my mind still stuck on what Mickey said. Why
would Eli talk to him about me? Mickey made it pretty
obvious that he thinks Eli is interested in me. But he didn’t
hear Eli’s harsh words the other day.

Eli point-blank said he wasn’t interested in me. I wonder if
that had more to do with me or his assumption that I couldn’t
do something casual. That I would always want something
serious.

[ bring my eyes back to the man behind the drums, playing
as though his life depends on it. His arms move at a crazy
speed to t