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Prologue

Cruel.

Such an unforgiving word. Yet everyone is cruel in a way.

Even the world is cruel.

It is cruel because it fools us into thinking that it is kind, as it grants us with people to love and cherish. Only then, it takes them from us, proving just how cruel it actually is.

Maybe that’s why she left. Maybe she realized how cruel the world really is, much before I did. The only problem was that she did not take me with her, and instead left me to fend for myself in the hands of the cruel world itself.









Chapter 1

Toronto, Canada

Present Day

Callie Hayes

The food was already cold once I got downstairs, making it clear that I had overslept once again. The same waffle that I had been eating for breakfast every day for the past ten years felt hard against my teeth, as I tried to chew something that had been sitting out for almost an hour. Only I didn’t care, cold food had never really bothered me.

The house felt quiet as I walked back upstairs to get changed, seeming almost as if there were no one else there but me. But that couldn’t be farther from the truth; after all, my sister was just right down the hall about to step out the door in approximately ten minutes just like she did every single day, while my mother took her usual morning shower.

The door flew past my recently woken up body as I walked back into my room, knowing that in just a few minutes, Rachel would be waiting for me outside to leave.

After throwing on a simple top and the first pair of jeans I could find in my annoyingly neat closet, I ran a brush through my hair, trying to make it look like I had actually put some effort into it. Tucking a few stray strands behind my ears, I quickly slipped on my shoes and headed out the door.

“Goodbye!” I called out, my voice echoing through the house as I rushed downstairs, slinging my bag over my shoulder.

“Careful.” Riley moved aside before I could crash into her, as she made her way toward the kitchen to prepare her usual morning smoothie, along with a slightly toasted slice of bread.

Three women in the house made mornings hectic. My mom worked two jobs, while Riley and I tried to hold it all together—which only made my father’s absence feel sharper. And that was something I hated most: missing him more than I should.

“Callie…” my mother raised her eyebrows at me, while scanning my choice of clothing. “It’s freezing outside, you can’t go out in that shirt.”

“I’m running late, Mom, I can’t go change. I promise I won’t get cold, Rachel has an extra hoodie in her car,” I lied, already halfway out the door. The last thing I needed was another delay, especially with Rachel laying on the horn loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood.

I instantly shivered in the cold weather of December, making me begin to regret not having listened to my mother. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction though, even if that meant having to freeze to death all day.

“This is a whole new record,” Rachel said as soon as I climbed into her car.

“Is it? I thought I was even later last week,” I sarcastically replied, which she did not find amusing.

“I’m your only ride to school, asshole. Next time you’re late, I’m leaving without you. Let’s see how you get to school then.”

Her straight dark brown hair was down as always, sitting perfectly below her shoulders. Her big brown eyes were quick to look at me in pure judgment as I adjusted my seatbelt, in the old gray seat of the car she evidently hated.

“Fine, fine. I won’t be late again, I promise,” I said, even though we both knew that was far from the truth. She shot me a look as I chuckled, and with a dramatic roll of her eyes, she sighed before speaking again.

“You say that every single day.”

Rachel rushed out of the car as soon as we parked in-between two occupied spaces, and walked off to class before she could be late. I, on the other hand, got out of the car only seconds after she had, and speed-walked behind her in an attempt to catch up.

I stubbornly paced toward my locker thinking I could still make it to class in time, the empty halls creating an unexpected yet fulfilling sense of peace. Yet, as soon as my hand reached up toward the handle of my locker, I got startled by the bell that I had now heard one too many times, and sighed in defeat.

“Shit,” I murmured under my breath.

Knowing I was already late, I slowed my pace and let myself breathe. A quick smoke didn’t sound so bad before class. I walked toward the fire exit, climbing the ladder along the side wall until I reached the roof.

The wind was calm, just enough to blow strands of hair out of my face as I leaned against the edge. I lifted the cigarette to my lips, its warmth curling through me like a hug.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”

The sudden voice made me drop my cigarette. I turned and found a tall, brunette boy sitting on the floor, smoke curling from the one between his lips. I’d seen him once before, maybe.

“Aren’t you supposed to mind your own business?” I shot back, irritated.

“Well, you kind of invaded my secret smoke spot, so it is my business.”

“Your secret smoke spot? Anyone can see you from up here. If you don’t want to get caught, just go to the bathroom.”

He smirked. “Who said I didn’t want to get caught?”

“And why would you want that?”

He took a quick second to answer. “Think of it as adrenaline.”

I studied him, trying to figure out what kind of person wanted trouble. Then I shook my head. “Well, have fun chasing your adrenaline.” I turned toward the ladder to leave.

“W–wait, Callie!” His voice made me freeze. I didn’t think he’d even know my name.

I ignored him and kept walking until his hand landed on my shoulder, warm and firm. My breath stalled as I turned back, finding him inches away. For a second, words refused to form. He looked down at me with a smug grin, all tall and amused, while I forced myself to step back before the moment stretched too long.

“What?” I asked, raising my brows.

“Come take a smoke with me. I know a better spot.” His eyes sparkled with mischief, and unfortunately, he’d already caught me craving another drag.

“I really shouldn’t.”

“Come on, it’s just one smoke. What’s the rush? You don’t seem like you’ve got anywhere better to be.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea—”

“What’s the worst that could happen, Hayes?” he cut in smoothly, his words looping in my head like a dare.

I sighed, defeated.

His smile spread wide, victorious. “Well then,” he said, extending a hand toward the ladder in mock politeness, “shall we?”

The clouded sky, devoid of sunlight, created the perfect atmosphere for us to share a newly lit cigarette, offering just enough warmth for both of our freezing bodies.

Then, the soccer field came into view.

“Want some?” He extended his arm as we sat down in the middle of the empty field, a small bag, filled with what looked like weed, dangling from the tips of his fingers.

“What is it?”

“Weed,” he spoke up, as he nimbly rolled the thin joint in his hands. “Have you ever tried it before?” he asked, before bringing the joint up to his tainted lips. He looked at me as he gave it a quick and subtle pull, waiting for me to reply.

I simply shook my head, my gaze fixed on him as he moved with a fluidity that seemed so effortless. He pulled the smoke into his lungs, holding it there for a moment before releasing it slowly, the mist swirling around us. The smell, sharp and acrid, stung the air, yet I couldn’t help but be captivated by the way he inhaled and exhaled. There was a certain grace in his movements, a quiet confidence, as if he had mastered this ritual long before I ever witnessed it. His actions, so natural and practiced, made it seem as if this moment had always been a part of him, as though the world itself had paused just to let him breathe.

“Here,” he said, before handing me the odd-looking joint in his hand. “Just be careful. It can hit you a lot harder since it’s your first time.”

Doubtful, I took hold of the joint from his unusually large hand, my fingers brushing against his skin as I hesitated for a moment. With a deep breath, I brought it to my lips, trying not to focus on the harsh, bitter smell that filled the air. I closed my eyes for a brief second as I inhaled, feeling the smoke curl around the back of my throat before reluctantly pulling it into my lungs. The sensation was strange, burning slightly, but I held it together, exhaling slowly through my mouth. I let the smoke rise toward the sky, grateful that I didn’t cough.

“Liked it?” he assured, his eyebrows raising in awe. I was quick to nod in agreement before taking another go.

A light tingle spread across my chest as I held the smoke in longer this time, the heaviness in my head beginning to settle in. His lips softly wrapped around the paper still resting between my fingers, and before I could even react, his body moved closer to mine—closer than I thought he intended. But I didn’t mind. At least I wasn’t as cold anymore.

We kept on passing the burning joint, both repeatedly taking small puffs in complete silence. Yet the sudden silence wasn’t awkward or anything of the sort, it was actually quite enjoyable. Even though I had never gotten high before, I knew its odd effects were already working on my body as I felt too relaxed, which was fairly uncommon for me. I began to enjoy the feeling a little too much.

“High yet?” he snickered next to me, as he caught me staring at him with no attempt to hide it whatsoever. I knew he had a very fit body by the way his torso was slightly visible from underneath his white transparent shirt. His hair wasn’t slicked back anymore. It was now ruffled into a curly mess, a few loose strands of hair falling onto his structured face. Yet, for some reason, he still managed to look good.

I pursed my lips together in a smile and nodded. “Think so.”

I laid flat on my back as it became impossible for my body to remain in an upright position, and calmly began picking onto the grass next to me. Mirroring my actions, he laid next to me with his back firmly pressed against the ground, his body now lying too close.

“Were you checking me out?” he suddenly said, and I snapped back to reality.

I only smiled nervously; I thought my silence would help me not make my actions any more obvious than I had intended.

He laughed under his breath as he turned away from me, shaking his head at my silence. I could see from the corner of my eye that a smile had taken over his face, no matter how much he tried to cover it up. I didn’t know why he would ever want to do that in the first place. His smile was beautiful. Two dimples appeared on the sides of his face as he turned his head back around, his cheeks now a bright shade of pink. I hadn’t noticed them before.

“You’re blushing,” I openly blurted out the thoughts that should’ve been kept inside my head.

“No, I’m not. I don’t blush,” he nervously laughed, looking straight into my eyes.

“It suits you. Plus, I got to see your hidden dimples.” I beamed a genuine smile, knowing that he most certainly wasn’t the only one blushing.

Silence overtook the safe space we had created for ourselves once again, and our backs remained firmly pressed against the grass as we both stared into the endless shade of gray that covered the sky. I checked my phone for the first time this morning, only to realize that we had missed two classes. But at that point, I couldn’t have cared less. I felt perfectly fine.

“I’m Cole, by the way,” he said casually.

I turned to look at him. “I know who you are, Cole.”

“Oh really?” he replied, a cocky grin slowly appearing on his face.

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

He leaned back, studying me. “So, tell me, Callie Hayes, why do you smoke? You don’t exactly look like a smoker to me,” he spoke up after a while, and for a second I realized that I had actually forgotten his presence.

“Oh yeah? What does a smoker look like then?”

He was silent for a moment, his eyes traveling down and voyaging to my lips. His lips then curved into a slight and barely noticeable smile, before meeting my eyes once again. “Like me.”

“So, a narcissist?”

“I’m not narcissistic, Callie Hayes, I’m just aware.”

“Then I guess you are aware that you’re a narcissist.”

“Believe me, Hayes, if I endlessly loved myself, I would know it,” he replied with such vulnerable words, ones that had hit much harder than they should’ve. “What is it that makes you think that? You barely even know me.”

“What? That you’re a narcissist?”

He nodded.

“Your confidence; the way you talk. Every time you talk, it sounds like you’re so sure of what you’re saying. You could tell me a thousand lies, and I’d believe every single one of them,” I confessed. He seemed amused by my words. It was as if he had been told this before, thousands of times.

“Well then, you’re wrong. Confidence and narcissism are two completely different things. Confidence doesn’t always mean love for your own self—I see it more as a defense mechanism. If people think you’re confident, they can’t see what’s underneath. And if they can’t see what’s underneath, they can’t hit you where it hurts. I can be the most confident person in the room, but not love a single thing about me. Which is why confidence can be faked; whereas narcissism can’t,” he explained in depth, as my mind slowly processed his redacted words.

“You know, I don’t think anyone truly loves themselves, as a matter of fact. I mean, of course, you can love some things about yourself, but does anyone really conform with what they have? Everyone always wants something they don’t have.”

He only nodded, as if he somewhat related to what I had just said. “Do you love yourself, Callie Hayes?”

I didn’t answer. And it wasn’t because I didn’t want to, it was because I truly did not know. He blew out a cloud of smoke as he waited for my response, but I knew I couldn’t give it to him. I couldn’t answer what I did not know.

“Why do you keep repeating my full name?” I queried in an attempt to change the subject, only he was aware of what I was doing. Thankfully, he let it slip.

“Well, why not? That’s your name, isn’t it?” He teased, making me scoff at his coy words.

He may have been attractive, but god, was he annoying!

“Well yeah, but it’s weird. No one ever calls me by my last name. I didn’t even think you’d know it.”

He stopped talking for a bit, as if he had taken a second to think.

“I like how it sounds,” he admitted. “Hayes,” he murmured under his breath, before repeating it once more. “Hayes, Hayes, Hayes.”

I was never truly fond of my last name, not even when I was a kid. But somehow, hearing it come out of his mouth, and hearing it being said in his voice, made me like hearing my last name for the first time.

“You know, you never answered my question,” he said, and for a second I truly thought he wouldn’t bring it up again. “Why do you smoke?”

Oh. That question.

“I don’t know—same reason as everyone, I guess. Distraction.”

“It is a good distraction, isn’t it? But everything has an ugly truth behind it. This one just takes longer to reveal itself.”

I nodded. “So, what’s Cole Gray’s ugly truth?”

“You think I have an ugly truth?” He replied in a way that made it seem as if he were avoiding the question.

“Everyone has one. You said it yourself. What’s yours?”

“I won’t reveal that just yet. It’s better to keep it hidden for now. Things tend to come up on their own anyways, right?”

I nodded. “Right.”

I wanted to ask more. I thought I hadn’t learned a single thing about him the entire time we had been lying there, and every time it was his turn to say something about himself, he would somehow manage to change the subject.

He was the exact definition of a closed book.

“What’s yours?” He asked after a while.

“What? My ugly truth?”

He nodded.

“I won’t reveal that just yet—” I began answering, before I got cut off by his quiet laughter.

“Very funny, Hayes. Some might even say hilarious.”

“Well, I just don’t see the logic in me telling you my ugly truth when you won’t tell me yours. It’s unfair. I guess you’ll just have to wait and find out,” I replied.

He beamed a dimpled smile before answering, “Is that your way of asking me out, Callie Hayes?”

I froze at his words. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

He laughed under his breath, and even though I knew he was only joking, his words felt real somehow. But then I would just be lying to myself for thinking such a foolish thing, because, of course, he wasn’t serious.

“You know, I’m enjoying this a lot, surprisingly. You’re not at all what I thought,” I said, as I turned to the side to face him.

“Was that supposed to be a compliment?”

“You know what I mean.”

He laughed. “Well, I could say the same thing for you, Callie Hayes. Stubbornness and all,” he teased, and I only rolled my eyes at his crude remarks.

“What are you two doing here?” A loud voice boomed from afar, making us shoot up to our wobbling feet in an instant. “Shouldn’t you be in class right now? Break’s not until half an hour,” the infuriated teacher spoke, as she walked up to us.

“Sorry, Mrs. Carter. I saw her crying in the halls, so I thought she needed a cheering up.” He smiled down at her with the same smug look on his face, and I glanced over at him in disbelief at his words.

She then looked over at me, her lips tightly pursed together as she began to stare me down. Her never-ending foot-tapping infuriated me, so much so that I couldn’t even bring myself to concentrate on anything other than the sound of her constant thumping.

“Is this true?”

“Yes… it is true. I was crying,” I huffed out in annoyance, making Cole snicker beside me in amusement at the situation.

“You’re lucky your father funds the school, Cole. Now go to your classrooms before I have to send you both to the office,” she commanded before turning around to walk away, leaving both of us stranded in the middle of the field like we once were.

As I began to walk away toward the building, Cole carelessly lay back down on the field. I abruptly turned back around as I heard Cole loudly shout out my name.

“So, when’s our second date?”

And with that, I froze.

“What?” I spoke, not knowing if I had heard correctly.

“You heard me,” he repeated.

My heart rapidly began to pound at an unimaginable pace, feeling as if it were eventually going to burst right out of my chest. I furrowed my eyebrows together in doubt as I began to gather my own swarming wave of thoughts, his words continuously repeating at the back of my head. It clearly had to be some sort of sick joke.

I took a solid minute to answer, as I tried to process the abrupt and sudden question that had caught me off-guard. I finally spoke up, “I didn’t realize this was our first one, otherwise I would’ve said no.”

His eyes widened at my words; he opened his mouth to speak, but instantly shut it back. He couldn’t possibly be serious.

“Goodbye, Cole!” I smiled as I turned on my heel to leave. Yet before I could take another step further, I heard his now-familiar voice speak up from behind me, making me stop in my path once more. Of course, he wouldn’t let it go.

“I’ll pick you up tonight at eight! You better be ready, Callie Hayes!” he shouted after me, making me turn back around in annoyance at his absurd comment.

“Yeah, let’s see if you can find my address first,” I answered back, knowing that there was no way in hell he was going to be able to find out where I lived, let alone get ahold of my number.

He subtly shook his head as an annoying smirk covered his face, and I finally turned around to leave.

I quickly ran back to class; the droplets of rain that began to fall from the sky only making me quicken up my pace. All eyes in the uncomfortably silent room instantly darted toward my soaking wet body as I barged into the room, my hyperventilating chest prohibiting me from catching my breath. Walking into the classroom in embarrassment, I shrugged into my seat in discomfort as all eyes remained glued onto me in pure judgment.

“Sorry,” I whispered, and sat down next to Aspen before I could receive any more unwanted attention.

“Why are you so late?” She asked, her head slightly tilting to the side, as I had no clue how to respond.

“I overslept. Couldn’t get much sleep last night,” I lied, taking the massive bundle of books out of my bag with trembling hands.

“Why are you all wet?” She questioned once more out of pure spite.

“I ran here. Are we done now?” I answered back in annoyance, and cast my head down toward the empty piece of paper on top of my desk.

I knew the effects of the weed had already worn off as my intrusive and uncontrollable thoughts began to take over my mind. Only this time, they bothered me much more than usual. I could only think about Cole and about what he had said. He couldn’t have been serious. How was he that sure that he would manage to get my address in the first place?

His determination impressed me.

Of course, that didn’t keep my curious mind from wondering and thinking what could possibly happen if he somehow managed to actually show up.

Only, I convinced myself that I would not let that happen.





Chapter 2

My aching feet swept across the pavement as I walked home, the day that had truly become the most abnormal day of my life finally coming to an end. I found it draining to think about Cole and about what he had said, yet I knew that the thought wouldn’t leave anytime soon.

The echoing sound of my footsteps made an unbearable pounding in my head, and the harsh weather I found myself walking in only made the situation worse. I didn’t care at that point, at least I had some time for myself; something I never seemed to get enough of.

I found my own company much more flattering than other people’s. All except when my intrusive thoughts came into play, as it often felt like they controlled me more than I controlled them.

“Callie?” My mom shouted from downstairs as I sprinted up to my room, not even acknowledging the fact that she was already home.

“Yeah?” I bellowed back in response, as I popped my head out the door.

“Is everything alright? You just came rushing in.” She furrowed her eyebrows in worry.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. I’ll be down in a second,” I assured her in order to avoid any more questions, and bestowed a subtle smile before walking back inside.

I closed my door quietly as I stepped into my room, the faint sound of it shutting lingering in the air. I let myself fall onto the warm, unmade bed, sinking into the covers with a quiet sigh.

The whole situation felt unreal to me. I only had to meet him once to notice his stubborn attitude from the start—a narcissistic stubbornness I knew would be enough for me to back out. And I knew that at some point, that same attitude would only come back to bite me in the ass.

He seemed too confident after the disappointment I had just thrown his way, yet that was exactly what I feared. I knew he wouldn’t give up. His tenacity wouldn’t let him.

The overpowering amount of thoughts that now wandered inside my mind had managed to take over my body completely—the sudden snap back to reality making me realize the large amount of time I had spent unraveling my own thoughts. I rapidly sat up straight as the continuous buzzing in my hand gained attention, and it wasn’t long before my jaw snapped open by the arrogant text that popped up on my screen.

‘I’ll be there in thirty. Wear something nice,’ the text read, and I stared at the message from the unknown number, my mind racing. I glanced over at the clock on my nightstand, my heart skipping a beat as I realized I had lost track of time for over two hours.

But amidst the flurry of thoughts in my head, the one question that kept nagging at me was, how the hell did he get my number?

I grabbed my phone and immediately considered calling Rachel. Just the thought of having someone to help me process this bizarre situation gave me a small sense of calm. My legs began bouncing uncontrollably, and it hit me just how ridiculous I must have looked, letting such a small thing completely take over my thoughts.

No more than five minutes had passed since I sent the text, when Rachel barged into my room. The perplexed look on her face was the first thing I noticed as she walked through the door. But my gaze quickly dropped to her neck as she tugged off her colorful scarf, only to wrap it back around her shoulders on the bulky neck of her sweater.

“What’s wrong, Cal?” She asked, sitting her fragile body down on my bed so she could face me. I let out a big breath as I began to tell her that there was a guy picking me up in less than thirty minutes to go on a date I never agreed to in the first place.

She seemed quiet, which was unusual since she was quite talkative. Yet the way her sorrowful eyes pretended to light up, immediately gave it away. She looked tired, almost aggrieved. Only not at me. She was angry and hurt at something or someone else, but I just couldn’t figure out what could’ve caused her this much pain.

“Some guy asked me out today. His name is Cole Gray,” I finally spat out, as the corners of her mouth began to curl up into an enthusiastic grin.

“Callie, that’s fucking amazing! I don’t get what the problem is,” she exclaimed in-between her skeptical laughter, as she did not fully comprehend the situation.

“The problem is that I said no,” I began, a regretful smile washing over my face almost instantly.

“What? Why the hell would you do that?”

“I don’t know! I thought I was doing the right thing, but before I knew it, he was basically telling me that I didn’t have any other choice but to go out with him,” I continued on with my incomprehensible banter, but came to realize that none of what I said made any sense whatsoever. “Forget that, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s still picking me up in less than half an hour, and I don’t know what to do.”

“You’re going on that date, that’s what you’re going to do. You can’t live the rest of your life wondering what could’ve been, Callie, you have to live these moments! So get your ass up from that chair, because we are running out of time. Your date is at eight, right?” She demanded, before looking down at her phone to check the time.

“Yeah…” I hesitated.

“Then let’s get you ready, because now we only have about twenty minutes left before he pulls up at your house. Now, let’s find you something to wear.” She opened my closet and began to sort through the bundles of mostly unused clothing.

“Rachel?”

“Yeah?” She continued to cast around my open closet in a way that made it seem as if it were her own.

“I saw the mark on your neck.”

And with that, she froze.

“Rachel, was it…” I began to question but the furrow of her eyebrows made it clear that it was a subject she did not want to discuss.

“What the fuck, Callie! Do you seriously think he would hit me?”

“I’m just worried—” I tried to explain myself, but just like before, I got cut off by Rachel’s pained and displeased voice.

“Listen, he didn’t fucking hit me, okay? Now drop it, I just burned myself while straightening my hair. You sound insane just assuming something like that. Besides, we broke up a long time ago and I haven’t seen him since.”

“Rachel, you know you can talk to me, right? I just want you to tell me the truth—”

“You don’t know anything, Callie, so stop acting like you do! You’ve never even had a boyfriend to begin with. So please—can we just drop this? You know I would never lie to you.”

I only nodded in defeat as the words came running out of her mouth, her once trembling lips curling back up into a smile. Even though she had made it clear that the bruise was nowhere near being his fault, I still held my suspicions.

I had never liked Luke Thatcher. No one really did, except Rachel. He was awfully possessive in such an alarmingly and detrimental way, so the thought of him having laid hands on her wouldn’t have surprised me at all. Not even a little bit.

I was relieved when they parted ways, something I had longed for since the moment I met him. And even though Rachel was absolutely devastated by what had happened, I could shamelessly feel nothing but ease. Only now, I feared that he had come back, and that was something I would never truly know unless she actually confirmed it. The only problem was that she would never do that.

“Okay, what about this?” she suggested, trying to shift the conversation, as she held up a dangerously short black dress in front of my face.

I stared at the glossy fabric. I hadn’t even realized I owned it until now. It was the complete opposite of my usual style—way too tight and revealing for my taste. I’d never been comfortable in clothes like this. Yet, for some strange reason, it had stayed in my closet all this time, patiently waiting to be worn.

“Isn’t it too…revealing?” I widened my eyes in discouragement, as I began to observe the exceedingly low cleavage that reached just above my chest.

“Callie, it’s perfect, I promise. Go try it on, you’ll see,” she commanded, as she continued searching through my closet.

“Fine,” I mumbled under my breath in defeat, taking a hold of the dress.

I stepped out of the bathroom, a sense of embarrassment creeping over me as the tight dress hugged my figure. I couldn’t deny how uncomfortable I felt; my fingers constantly tugged at the hem, trying to keep it from riding up my bare thighs with every step.

I hesitated, taking in the sight of my reflection in the mirror. I scanned myself from head to toe, feeling a knot form in my throat as I stared back at the unfamiliar version of myself. I didn’t hate it, though.

Her dark eyes inspected me as I stepped back into the room, the piece of clothing now feeling much more comfortable over my body by her positive reaction.

“I love it!” She proudly grinned, as she let out a reassuring yelp. “I love it, I love it, I love it!”

“Are you sure?” I asked, somewhat conscious about the dress that managed to cover only half my body.

“Callie, I hate that you’re so self-conscious all the time. You look great, okay? Trust me.” She smiled as she began to straighten out my unmanageable hair.

No more than ten minutes had passed since Rachel had arrived to help, and we were already finished with everything we had planned to do. I felt good stepping out of my comfort zone for once. Yet for some reason, I still felt awfully dense for having done all of this even though I had refused to go out with him in the first place. Maybe it was his plan all along.

“You look amazing,” she complimented once more, as she wrapped her arms around my trembling body in reassurance. I smiled back in gratitude, and viewed myself in the mirror a final time before heading downstairs.

“Good luck, idiot,” she teased, as she began to open the door to leave.

“Thank you, really.” I hesitated once more before she stepped out the door, nerves taking over my body instantly.

I now found myself impatiently watching the window from the couch, the uncontrollable jolting of my legs a clear and evident sign of the nerves that now roamed through my entire body. It was only five minutes to eight, and I had been forced to plant my trembling hands below my thighs in order to calm them down. Now, the only thing that worried me were the sudden waves of heat that hit my exhilarated body once every few minutes, as it was the middle of winter.

I checked my phone once more in anguish, as it was now twenty minutes past eight; yet he still did not show. My overthinking mind, as always, instantly thought of the worst—that he would never show. I found it ironic that I had ended up getting stood up by the person I had rejected in the first place, but I figured that I was to blame as well. After all, I was the one who believed that it could’ve actually been something more than just a pathetic joke.

It wasn’t until I saw his car lights pull up on my driveway when I finally breathed out in relief, and all the fury that had surged inside my body slowly began to drift away. I exhaled once more as I finally stood up from the couch and walked toward the door.

I watched him through the window, discreetly observing as he approached the front door, his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, before my hand found the cool silver handle.

The moment it creaked open, his bright green eyes locked onto mine. I quickly looked away, not wanting to linger on them any longer than necessary. But it didn’t stop that familiar, sinful smile from spreading across his face, as he stood there, eyes still holding mine, refusing to look away.

“Hello, Callie Hayes,” he finally spoke up, and I exhaled in relief. “You look beautiful.”

“For a second there, I thought you stood me up,” I teased, yet spoken in all sincerity.

“I’m sorry, I had a problem with my dad and…” he anxiously began to ramble, and for a second he actually looked ashamed of his unpunctuality.

“Hey, it’s okay. I was kidding,” I cut him off before he could say anything else, making him sigh out in relief.

“I would never stand you up. I was just worried you’d be angry at me.”

“I already am.” I mockingly beamed a smile at his statement, yet my response was not even close to being a lie.

“Funny. Let’s get going then,” he said, as he began to lead me toward his car.

Now seated in his car, I looked over at him as uncomfortable silence took over, the lack of conversation making it clear that neither of us really knew what to say. A smile was quick to reappear on his face as our eyes locked once again, and I couldn’t help but notice how alluring he looked in the black button-up shirt that covered his torso. I had never seen him wear anything other than the black jeans and white t-shirt he usually wore in school, so seeing him in this completely different attire captivated my attention.

“Having fun staring at me?” he smirked in amusement, as he started the car.

I scoffed at his usual annoying remarks, keeping my gaze straight ahead, knowing he was waiting for a response that I wasn’t willing to give. He didn’t seem to mind, though. His eyes stayed fixed on me, and that same playful smile, the one I was slowly growing accustomed to, stretched wider, if that was even possible.

“So, now do you understand why I think you’re a narcissist? You just can’t take no for an answer,” I spoke up in a sarcastic manner, and slightly shook my head in disbelief.

“Well, it seems to have worked out pretty great actually, because if I’m not wrong, you’re in my car, ready to go on a date with me. Or am I wrong?” he retorted, looking much too proud of himself, even for him.

“You better not make me regret this.” I buckled my seatbelt in defeat.

He only grinned in return.





Chapter 3

His car was beautiful, and even though I was not too familiar with cars, I could tell it was expensive. The car smelled new the second I stepped in it, and I was careful not to touch anything as I was scared I might do something to the perfectly clean vehicle.

“Well, now that you got me in your car, might as well tell me where we are going, don’t you think?” I finally spoke up, making him turn to look at me once before driving off.

“And what fun would that be?” he mocked without providing an actual answer, something I supposed he did quite often.

The silence that had filled the car as we drove off made me awkwardly shrug into my seat, making the slight breeze outside the only sound that could be heard. I glanced down at the turned-off radio before me, my eyes scanning the expensive-looking speakers. Then, just as the car came to a stop in front of the shining red light above us, I found the opportunity to subtly turn on the radio as Cole took out a cigarette. Cole’s head snapped up in surprise as a song suddenly boomed out through the speakers, a lit cigarette now set in-between his parted lips. He stayed quiet as he listened to the song that now filled the silence of the car, and I couldn’t help but observe his sudden and foreign reactions to the song. He seemed… intrigued.

The hand that held the burning cigarette extended before me as the light now turned green, his fingers signaling for me to take it. I obediently took the cigarette out of his cold hand, before placing it between my lips. And it wasn’t until he turned around to look at me in doubt, when I realized that he was finally about to ask the question he had been dying to ask.

“You like this song?” He queried in a sincere way, watching me softly mumble the words of the song under my breath.

“Yeah, I used to listen to this song all the time when I was a kid. Have you never heard it before?” I answered, as ‘I Was Made For Lovin’ You’ faintly played in the background.

“Nope, never heard of it,” he admitted, attentively listening to the song I had now started singing much louder than before.

He glanced at me as the words of the song flowed from my lips, his attention now focused on me with an intensity that sparked a curiosity inside me. It was clear from the look in his eyes that he was intrigued by the fact that I knew every word, or at least, that’s how it seemed to me. There was something oddly comforting about it, though. The idea that someone like him shared an interest in the same things I found myself drawn to.

The trip felt shorter than I had expected, and with no clue where he was taking me, I found myself peeking out the window in a mix of curiosity and impatience. As my eyes caught the flashing sign above us, my lips instinctively curled into a smile. Before me stood an old, vintage movie theater, its neon lights glowing brightly.

“I know it’s cliché, and yeah, kind of basic,” he admitted, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. “But after this, I was thinking we could grab some dinner, maybe some ice cream for dessert.”

He casually dropped the burnt-out cigarette from his fingers, letting it fall to the ground before crushing it under the sole of his shoe. The simplicity of it felt like an unexpected comfort.

“No, it sounds really good,” I reassured. “I just don’t get why you made me dress up nicely for a movie. Do you know how uncomfortable this dress is?”

He laughed under his breath. “I want people to look at you. And what better way to do that than to bring you to a movie theater in a dress?” He truthfully answered my question, and I only shook my head in disbelief at his blunt words. “Okay, and I may or may not have wanted to see you in a dress too.”

“So just to be clear; you made me wear a dress, not to mention walk in these super uncomfortable heels, just because you wanted to see me in a dress?”

“Yup,” he sneered, as his eyes trailed down to my bare shoulders and back up to meet my eyes once again.

“You are unbelievable.”

He smiled at my words. “Well, thank you, Callie Hayes. I’ll wear the dress next time, that way we’ll be even.”

Walking into the packed theater, each of us carrying two bags of popcorn, we made our way toward the last two remaining seats in the middle of the crowded room. Our steps were louder than I anticipated, and the sharp sound of our entry caught the attention of the surrounding audience. A chorus of loud ‘shushes’ came from the back, making us both freeze momentarily.

Before I could even react to Cole’s odd shifting movements in his seat, I watched, wide-eyed, as he casually released his grip on one of the popcorn bags. In an almost playful yet deliberate motion, he tossed the entire bundle over his shoulder, landing it squarely on the people who had just shushed us.

I felt a strong hand suddenly yank me down, pulling me low enough that I was fully shielded by the back of my seat. All I could hear were Cole’s muffled snickers as he practically draped himself over me, covering my body with his own to protect me from the onslaught of popcorn that was being thrown our way.

My mind was still scrambling to process what had just happened when a shower of popcorn hit the top of my head. In that moment, something snapped, and I leaped up from the floor, grabbing handfuls of popcorn and launching them back toward the same people; we were now in an all-out popcorn war with. The battle continued until a tall figure beside me interrupted the chaos.

“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the woman wearing a uniform and a lantern in hand demanded, making my eyes widen in fear.

I looked over at Cole, who remained on the ground, quietly laughing under his breath as he saw the woman asking me to leave. I widened my eyes at him in desperation, slightly tugging the ends of his sleeves, and he now stood up behind me.

“Don’t worry, we’ll leave. We are really sorry for the inconvenience,” he said remorsefully, clasping his hands together as he grinned, finding the whole situation extremely amusing.

Intertwining his fingers with mine, I walked a few steps behind him, keeping my head low. All eyes inside the room judgingly followed our steps all the way to the exit, yet as soon as we reached the exit of the dimmed room, I burst out into laughter. The uncontrollable laughter was soon mirrored by Cole, creating an unstoppable laughter boom through the walls of the open cinema whenever our eyes made contact with each other.

“Well, I guess we should leave then,” I sighed, regaining air into my swollen lungs.

“What? We aren’t going anywhere, the night’s just getting started.” He beamed, as his words calmly left his flushed lips.

“Cole, we got kicked out, we can’t go back in,” I tried to reason, yet behind his narrow eyes, I could see he had other intentions.

“Who said we’re going back in?” He beamed a sinful smile, his daring eyes looking down at me as he placed his long arm around the length of my back.

With his arm hooked around my shoulder, he led me over to the back of the cinema, and before us was a door labeled Employees Only. Cole, completely ignoring the sign, pushed the door open before quickly pushing us past the entryway and onto the other side of the door. Stairs were the only thing on the other side of the door, traveling up for miles until they reached a second floor.

Without a word spoken between us, and his arm still wrapped protectively around my body, we ascended the long staircase. My mind was racing, but all I could focus on was how he knew about this place. The endless stairs seemed to go on forever, but eventually, we reached the top. We turned down an impossibly narrow hallway, each step echoing against the walls, lined with doors, each one numbered and stretching far in either direction.

Cole’s stride came to an abrupt halt in front of the eighth door. Without hesitation, he shoved the door open, stepping inside with a confidence that didn’t falter. Inside, a man about his age sat behind the movie projector, his back to us as the faint hum of the machinery filled the silence.

“Hey! Y-you’re not allowed to be in here!” he exclaimed, examining Cole’s towering body in front of him.

“Gray sent me, I’m his son,” he calmly explained, and in a matter of seconds, the guy was out of the room, slamming the door shut on his way out.

I stood in silence as I watched the scene evolve before my eyes, the sentence Cole had said repeating persistently over and over in my mind. He must’ve been talking about his father.

“Gray, as in your dad?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t think I was being too intrusive by asking questions about his personal life.

“My father owns this plaza, and being the asshole he is, most workers here don’t really like him. I don’t like using his name to my advantage, but it seemed pretty appropriate for a moment such as this one, don’t you think?” He expounded, making me realize how vaguely we actually knew each other.

I nodded in agreement as I got lost once again in my own thoughts, something I did quite often. Yet by the time I happened to snap back to reality, I noticed Cole had already placed two chairs in the center of the booth, granting an impeccable view of the movie I once thought we were going to miss.

“Just kiss him, you idiot,” he silently mumbled halfway through the movie, his hand gently fitted above mine from the moment we sat down.

I couldn’t help but watch his expressions as they flickered across his face, each one revealing nothing but disdain for the ongoing movie. My gaze shifted to his subtle actions—the way his eyebrows furrowed every time something in the film didn’t sit right with him, or how they shot up in surprise at unexpected moments. I hadn’t even realized how long I had been silently studying him until his voice broke through my thoughts, yet another sarcastic remark about the movie slipping from his lips.

“I mean, it’s ridiculous! He tells her he loves her yet she still leaves him. How naive can she be?” He shrugged, shifting to the edge of his seat.

“I don’t blame her, to be honest,” I admitted in contradiction to his own thoughts, making him turn his head in curiosity. “He did lie to her. He can’t just expect forgiveness because he told her he loved her,” I explained my point of view, making him scoff in disagreement.

The ending credits of the movie appeared across the large screen, and Cole was now seated at the edge of his seat as he realized that the movie had ended the way it did.

We walked out of the room and carefully made our way through the back door of the theater, ensuring no one would question why we were exiting from that direction. His hand gently enveloped mine, offering a comforting sense of warmth as we slipped out unnoticed. With the same quiet ease, we headed back to his car, ready to leave.

“You hungry?” He questioned, getting into the car just after I had.

“Very,” I nodded.

“We can go to a diner near here, they have pretty much everything,” he offered as he started the car.

I nodded again in agreement as Cole pulled out his familiar pack of cigarettes and handed it to me, offering to light one up. One hand gripped the leather wheel while the other hovered in the air, waiting for me to pass the cigarette to him once I was done.

The car came to a halt in front of a lit-up restaurant, and with the absence of other cars in the parking lot, I could tell the place was empty. As we walked inside, the bell above the door chimed and the dim lighting enveloped us in a warm, welcoming atmosphere.

“Table for two?” A woman walked up to us, a warming smile plastered over her face.

“Yup,” Cole responded, as the woman led us toward a narrow table just by the window.

The restaurant had a comforting scent, almost like cinnamon, and the warm, welcoming colors painted on the walls created a relaxed atmosphere. We were handed two menus as we slid into the red booth in the corner, the pages overflowing with an endless list of options, each dish more tempting than the last.

“Did you like the movie?” I asked, just after we ordered our drinks.

“Nope. It was bullshit.” He smiled as he looked up at me from the fizzling drink in his hand. “I liked watching you watch it though,” he openly confessed, making me realize I may not have been the only one staring at the other.

“Well, I liked it,” I stated, making him furrow his eyebrows.

“So you liked that they don’t end up together?” He asked, clearly unsure about my statement.

His eyes that were now filled with pure confusion quietly stared at me, as I tried to find the right words to explain my point of view. Taking a quick sip from my vanilla milkshake, I finally spoke up. Cole was impatiently waiting for me to answer his question.

“They clearly weren’t right for each other, otherwise, they would’ve ended up together. The ending shows that no matter how deep their love is, sometimes love isn’t enough. They weren’t meant to be, but they both found happiness on their own, even if it wasn’t with each other,” I explained, trying to make him see my point.

“But it was her fault,” he countered, his tone defensive. “She was the one who left.”

A person can’t truly be happy if they are being held back by someone or something. In this case, they both managed to find happiness on their own. And even though they did not find it from each other, they were still a crucial factor for each other to find that happiness. This was probably what he did not understand, that not all stories get their happy endings even if it was ‘meant to be’.

“She wouldn’t have left if she was actually happy in the relationship, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t love him.” I raised my eyebrows at him, and he only rolled his eyes.

“See, this is why I hate romantic movies. They’re pathetic. Why can’t she just accept she loves him and stop being so fucking annoying?” He scoffed, popping a fry into his mouth.

I couldn’t help but laugh at his absurd remarks as I took a bite of the burger, leaving the fries untouched. I had completely forgotten to ask not to have them included with the meal. Cole paused and looked up from his plate, his eyebrows furrowed as he took in the sight of my half-eaten burger sitting next to an untouched plate of fries.

“You don’t like fries?” He eventually asked after I knew he had been dying to do so, as he popped another fry into his mouth.

“Nope,” I confessed, locking eyes with him.

“Who doesn’t like fries?” He exclaimed in shock, grabbing the bunch of fries on my plate and dropping them onto his.

“Guilty. But at least you get extra,” I acknowledged, bringing my half-empty drink up to my lips to take another sip.

As I gulped down the cold, sweet liquid, I flinched back as Cole extended his hand up to my face. I squirmed in disgust at the image of a soggy and uncooked fry dangling from the tips of his fingers.

“One fry,” he dared, wiggling the unappetizing piece of food in front of me. I scrunched my nose in disgust.

The fry wiggled back and front, as it held on for dear life in-between Cole’s rough hand movements. And the unappetizing fry suddenly flew onto the floor, making me burst out into laughter.

“You’re not getting out of this one, Hayes. Come on,” he begged once more, grabbing another fry off the huge mountain on his plate. “Tell you what, if you do this, I’ll tell you my deepest darkest secret,” he offered, raising a brow from me at his foolish deal.

“A man of secrets, I see,” I teased, as I snatched the fry off his hand.

“One-time offer, sweetheart.” He leaned back onto his seat, laughing at my expression that displayed nothing but pure and utter disgust.

“Fine,” I gave in, quickly popping the fry inside my mouth.

“You have to chew,” he noted in-between his laughter.

I was quick to scrunch my nose by the squishy and unpleasing texture of the fry, and even though it wasn’t such a big deal, being an awfully picky eater made it seem like one. The unpleasant aftertaste of the fried oil traced down my throat as I forced myself to swallow the fry, my lips instantly reaching out for my drink in order to remove the unfulfilling taste from my body.

“There. Now spill it, Gray.” I leaned forward and placed both my hands against the table.

“Fine, fine,” he mumbled, as he jokingly rolled his eyes in return. “Alright, my deepest darkest secret is that…” he started, purposely leaving me in pure suspense. “I am afraid of…” he continued, mumbling the last part of the sentence so I wouldn’t be able to understand what he had said.

He quickly looked down, lifting his drink to his lips in a silent attempt to avoid having to repeat his words. But I wasn’t about to let it slide so easily. Not when it seemed like he was about to open up about something he had probably never spoken of before.

“What?” I pressed gently.

“That I’m afraid of the past,” he mumbled, his eyes fixed on his unfinished plate of fries.

“The past?” I repeated, unsure of what he meant exactly.

“Yeah, like my past self catching up to me. That my mistakes will come back to haunt me, I guess,” he said, his voice laced with a quiet sorrow, his gaze still locked on the table.

Oh. Out of all the things he could’ve said, I did not expect that. His eyes had immediately gone softer as he looked down, almost as if he were afraid to look back up, so I decided not to ask anything more since he already looked uncomfortable enough as it was. I was not going to let my curiosity get the best of me.

“I get it,” I assured in comfort, and his green eyes darted up once again to meet mine as the reassuring words left my mouth. “You can’t change the past though. So why let something that has already happened, ruin what’s to come?”

He looked up at me with a look of pure vulnerability, and for a brief moment, I saw the weight of his words hang in the air between us. Yet, by the way his eyebrows slightly raised after my honest response, I knew he was somewhat thankful for what I had just said.

“So, what’s yours?” He asked to draw the attention off him and onto me instead.

I stayed silent as I processed the question asked, and tried to think of an answer even though there probably wasn’t one. I had never thought about this in that way, and even though every person on earth withholds a fear, I was unsure about what mine could be.

“I actually don’t think I have one,” I admitted, trying to think of anything I could possibly be afraid of. “I mean, bugs, probably? I don’t know.” I laughed.

“That’s not a real fear, Callie Hayes. That’s just disgust,” he said as he shook his head at my half-witted answer.

The plates in front of us were now empty, the check placed on the table for us to leave. After paying for the meal, we got up from the comfortable booth and left the diner. The harsh wind had become much more intense than before as we stepped back outside, my bare skin slightly shivering by the cold current that trespassed the thin material of my dress.

“Do you wanna go get ice cream?” He suggested, as we walked back to his car in the empty parking lot.

“Sure.” I nodded in agreement, trying to extend this night as much as possible.





Chapter 4

The cold air bit at my skin as we stepped outside, my bare arms exposed by the sleeveless dress, and I couldn’t help but shiver. Cole immediately noticed and pulled me closer, his arm wrapping around my shoulders in an effort to shield me from the chill.

“I have a spare sweatshirt in my car. We can grab it before heading for ice cream,” he suggested, his voice warm against the biting air.

I remained frozen for a moment, my body still trembling as I rubbed my arms in a futile attempt to generate some warmth.

Cole made his way toward his car, and I followed slowly, grateful for the slight warmth his presence provided. He opened the back door, revealing a jumbled pile of clothes, and pulled out a black hoodie from the chaos. After shutting the door behind him, he handed it to me, the soft fabric comforting in my cold hands. I pulled it to my chest, the relief washing over me as I slipped it on, instantly feeling a little more at ease.

“Thanks,” I simply said, as I looked through the large piece of clothing that had been handed to me for its entrance. As I slipped the soft fabric over my head, it enveloped me in pure comfort, the warm material caressing my bare skin.

The hoodie held a pleasant scent to it. It was a scent that completely overtook every inch of the gentile material, withholding a relaxing mix of cigarette and cologne. The piece of clothing that had made me instantly forget about the recurring freezing breeze, had now created such a comforting feeling in me, one I never wished to be parted from.

We got into his car as I remained anxiously picking at my nails, and drove back to the plaza since there was also a well-known ice cream shop. My silence created a sensation of unease inside me, as my thoughts, as always, were only able to think about the rising fear that was slowly appearing. Yet the soft feeling of Cole’s hand placed on my lower thigh, obliged the recurring thoughts in my head to disappear.

“We’re here,” he chirped, parking the car with a small grin.

The walls inside were painted a soft yellow, their warmth adding to the overall brightness of the place. A young woman stood behind the counter, chatting with someone I assumed was her co-worker, who seemed to be organizing something in the back. As we approached the counter, she noticed us immediately, her smile wide and welcoming.

“What can I get for you guys?” she asked, her bright blue eyes crinkling at the corners as her grin stayed firmly in place.

I approached the counter, my eyes scanning the wide variety of options, before finally settling on the familiar tub of chocolate chip cookie dough. A small smile crept onto my face as I turned back to Cole, who was looking at me with a curious expression.

“I’ll have cookie dough, please.” I smiled at the young girl and she began to scoop up a large ball of ice cream, only then to place it onto the waffle cone in her hand.

I took a slow bite of my ice cream, letting the coldness wash over me as I tried to focus on what Cole was saying. He was talking about his plans for college, how he was thinking about studying architecture, a subject that seemed to fit him so perfectly with his meticulous attention to detail and creativity.

I, on the other hand, hadn’t even considered what I wanted to do after high school. It was a thought I’d pushed to the back of my mind, thinking I had more time to figure it out. But now, sitting here with him, I realized I was starting to feel the pressure of making that decision.

“I don’t think I really have a choice. My dad is a lawyer so, it’s pretty much what I was born to do,” he stated. “What about you?” He asked, bringing his attention to the cone that rested in his hand.

“I actually don’t know,” I replied, taking a bite of my half-melted ice cream. “I really like science and find space fascinating, so maybe astronomy would be the way to go.”

Cole looked up at me, his expression somewhere between confusion and distaste. His eyebrows furrowed, and I caught his gaze, feeling a sudden wave of self-consciousness
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