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            PROLOGUE

          

          CARTER

        

      

    

    
      I can’t decide if the Universe loves me or hates me.

      Maybe it loves to hate me. Maybe it’s mischievous. Maybe this is all karma. Karma for what, I couldn’t be sure, but I’d done something to catch the Universe’s attention, and I think it’s definitely fucking with me. Because I’m in love. I’m madly, deeply, painfully in love with a girl that I know I’ll never have. Because the heavens created arguably the most perfect creature in their repertoire, dangled her in front of me for my entire life, and chose to rip her away before I had the chance to tell her how I felt.

      There is no other reasonable explanation for the series of events. Fate sucks.

      I always thought falling in love would feel like flying, soaring, swimming through clouds. But being in love with her feels more like a punch to the stomach. A karate chop to the throat. A wipe out on a surfboard. The way she looks in that green dress. Pretty much anything that can knock the wind right out of you and make you forget how to breathe. It’s confusing and excruciating, an overall aching in your chest cavity. Living for the slight hope that maybe it’s all worth it because she can’t breathe either. Moments like that do exist, sometimes. Rare moments where I’m sure she feels the same way. Well, maybe not so madly, deeply, painfully; but maybe something’s there. When she looks at me in a certain light, or when she laughs at my jokes. When she smiles that smile that’s just for me.

      I didn’t notice it at first—that smile. It took years—my whole life, in fact. Well, minus the first seven. I watched her smile at everyone she knows. Her smiles were a little different with each of them, her special way of making everyone around her feel special too. We were nine years old when I found a penny on the ground and I gave it to her. I thought she needed luck more than I did because I felt lucky just to know her. That was the first time she gave me the smile that was just mine. A smile unique in itself, something she doesn’t give anyone else. That day felt like flying. Soaring. Swimming through clouds.

      “You have to make a move,” Dom whispered in my ear. I rolled my eyes at my best friend.

      I didn’t want a joint graduation party at first. Our parents insisted because that’s what would be easiest for them. They were best friends, after all. It made sense to celebrate the high school graduation of both Penelope and I at the same time.

      Except, Penelope was going to the University of Oxford. That Oxford.

      I was going to Hawaii. Not to be confused with the University of Hawaii.

      No, I was just going to the state of Hawaii. Not for anything in particular but just because my mother lived there and I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. I thought I’d rather figure it out on the beach than in the rain of the Pacific Northwest. My plan was to have no plan at all, much to the disappointment of my father. The last thing I needed was all of his friends from the Country Club telling Penelope how impressive she is while patting me on the back in pity.

      I watched it happen now as a group of her father’s doctor friends gathered around her asking her about her plans. When was she leaving? Where would she be staying? What did she plan to study? She looked uncomfortable, and I wished there was a way I could save her from this moment of unwanted attention, but unfortunately, I’m not the true Guest of Honor at this party.

      She looked beautiful, though. Her thick auburn hair and the way it flowed down her back in waves, tapering out towards the bottom. Her skin looked like a painting, without a flaw. Little freckles sprinkled like cinnamon across her bare arms and the bridge of her nose. Her cheeks flushed slightly with embarrassment, but it tended to make her glow as her emerald eyes glistened in the evening sun. The most debilitating of her features was, without a doubt, her lips, resting in a perfect pout as she nodded her head in conversation. I was entranced as her tongue snaked out across her bottom lip. She pulled it down under her teeth, the way she does when she’s asked a question she doesn’t know how to respond to. I used to watch her do that in the middle of math, much to my distraction. She somehow always made math my favorite subject of them all. Most likely because it was her worst, and she spent a frequent amount of time biting down on her lip.

      “Now is your last chance,” Dom said. He was right, but he was also wrong. Tomorrow, Penelope would be boarding a flight across one ocean, and in two weeks I’d be boarding a flight across another. Oxford, England and Honolulu, Hawaii may very well be the farthest destinations we could possibly get from each other on this planet. So, he was wrong. My last chance passed a long time ago because that ship had sailed and I was not on it.

      Penelope and I had always seemed to be on two separate planets, always orbiting each other but never making contact. We had every connection two people needed to warrant some kind of relationship. We were neighbors, our parents were best friends. Most of our childhood was spent in-between the back doors of each house, coming and going as we pleased. We had joint family vacations, holidays, and parties—obviously. All of the situations that should force two people into a friendship, into something that would make us feel like siblings, even.

      It was never like that for us, though. I fell too early, too hard. I’d never be able to see her in the light I was supposed to see her in. But it was never quite like that for her, of that I was certain. I used to hope someday our planets would end up colliding, either destroying us, or welding us into something completely new. I grew too afraid of either outcome, so I kept to my planet and she kept to hers.

      “No, I can’t,” I said. Dom moved to stand in front of me, pity in his brown eyes. He was the only person on earth that knew how deep my feelings for her truly ran.

      “Actually, I think you can. I think you should. What is the worst that can happen? She leaves tomorrow. So, tell her how you feel, and if she tells you she doesn’t feel the same and things get awkward—well, you’ll never have to see her again.”

      “I don’t want to never see her again.” We may have been on different planets but she was always a part of my solar system, and I could convince myself that was enough. My stomach tied in knots thinking about the fact that I would wake up tomorrow morning without her being just across the street from me.

      “You don’t really have a choice in that, bud. She’s leaving whether she knows how you feel or not. You may run into each other from time to time, but she’s not going to be part of your everyday life anymore. You might as well get it all out there,” he said as he shrugged.

      I began to think there may be a certain relief that may come with putting it all on the table, knowing there would be no real consequences. Except that it may break my heart. Rupture my soul. Punch me in the stomach, karate chop my throat, wipe me out.

      Maybe that was exactly what I needed. The absolute certainty that would come with her rejection, allowing me to move on. No more fear of collision, but an absence of her entirely. With that thought, my chest dropped to my knees.

      “She’s going inside. Go.” Dom shoved me towards the doors that led from my backyard, where the party was being held, into my house. There’d hardly be anyone inside. Penelope slipped through the doors, likely needing a quiet respite from the chaos of a few dozen people wanting to know all the details of her future. That made me feel guilty because I was about to offer her no respite at all. Dom was right, though. It was now or never, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go on with never telling her how I felt. I looked around to make sure nobody was watching her before slipping through the door myself. I had a feeling I knew exactly where to find her.

      Our house held a sunroom off the entrance. It was a small space paneled with windows giving an abundance of light. Our family didn’t use it much other than my stepmother, Marlena, who kept her house plants there. Penelope would come over sometimes with her mother, who was an artist, and they would paint together. The sunroom gave off the best possible lighting. I knew it was her favorite place between both houses, except maybe the ledge of the roof outside her bedroom window. Sure enough, as I made it to the sunroom, I found her. Her back was turned to me and she was staring at a canvas of her mother’s.

      “Pep?” I asked. She jumped around and looked at me with a startled face. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She shook her head and let out a breath. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She shrugged. “You know, it’s just a lot. Everyone asking about our entire life plan and whatnot.”

      I laughed. “Nobody is asking me.”

      “Isn’t your whole vibe to, like, not have a plan?”

      “I guess,” I chuckled. I found myself rubbing my arm against the back of my neck, unsure of how to go about things. She was right. I rarely had a plan. I kind of winged life, and most of the time I liked it that way. Except now, I hated it because I didn’t know how to wing this—telling Penelope that I was in love with her.

      After a moment of awkward silence, she smiled softly and said, “We should probably get back to the party, Carter.” I started to follow her, fully prepared not to say another word. Prepared to let this go. I should let this go. I felt a pang in my chest, a reminder of the dull ache inside my heart. She was clearly overwhelmed already. It would be inconsiderate of me to dump my guts on her just to make myself feel better.

      Against my better judgment, I strode up behind her and grabbed her hand. She whipped to face me with a puzzled expression. I looked around quickly, unsure of what I was even doing. The kitchen pantry was on my right, so I yanked the door open and pulled her inside, shutting it behind us. The pantry was small, causing us to be pressed up against each other chest to chest. She leaned back as far as she could and I could tell, even in the dark, her eyes were wide in shock and confusion.

      “Carter–” She began to protest, but I cut her off.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to live with myself if I don’t do this, and now may be my last chance,” I said through bated breaths, my face closer to hers than it had ever been.

      “Okay,” she whispered, to my surprise. She said okay.

      She said okay.

      I didn’t know what I was expecting her to say, but it wasn’t that. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I began to make out her features. Her eyes were still wide, now with anticipation rather than shock. Her perfect lips parted just slightly, feeling like an invitation.

      There were so many words that should’ve been coming from my mouth. So many things I was supposed to be telling her. Yet, I found them lodged in my throat because it felt as if there were not enough words to be said. No words to describe the intensity that I felt in that proximity to her. My hand cupped her face, and I rubbed my thumb across her cheek. She shivered at my touch but didn't flinch or recoil. Time seemed to suspend itself as my hand moved down her cheek and behind her neck. I leaned into her, bringing my face so close that I could feel her breath against my lips. I stopped, waiting for her to tell me no. Waiting for her to pull away. She didn’t say no, though. She didn’t pull away either, because she didn’t hesitate when she closed the gap between us.

      Her lips felt as soft, as warm, and as perfect as I always thought they would. It was gentle in a way I would’ve always expected. Almost timid, the way her hand found itself on my chest. I didn’t just want to kiss Penelope anymore. I needed to kiss her. I never needed something more.

      Her head tilted to the side, opening her mouth to me. A small moan escaped her throat, and I thought I may very well lose myself right in that moment. I tangled my fingers into her hair, deepening the kiss. My other hand came around her back and dug into her hips. I kissed her with everything in me. All the words I couldn’t say, all the emotions floating in my head. I kissed her with all the fervor in my body and all of the force inside my soul. I traced my tongue across her lip, groaning as I tasted her for the very first time. She tasted like strawberries and wine.

      So, so sweet and harmfully intoxicating. I was fully drunk on her. Head foggy by her lips, body flaming by her touch. If her kisses were the new alcohol, then my heart must surely be the new liver, because this would ruin me beyond repair.

      I pushed those thoughts aside, unconcerned with the aftermath. I brought my hand away from her head and slowly slid down her neck, over her shoulder, my fingers snaking across her collar bone.

      God, I love her collar bones.

      A body part that should be entirely inconsequential, but on her, utterly alluring. I explored her body slowly and with care, touching only the places I think she’d allow. Something in the way she pressed against me told me she’d be okay with any of it, but I knew the moment may be the only of its kind, and I dared not do anything that would jeopardize it. I moved down her waist and back to her hips, feeling the way they flared out in contrast. I brought my hand around to her backside, hoping she’d allow me to take my exploration to the next level because I wasn’t sure I could constrain it any longer.

      “Penelope,” I groaned against her lips as she nipped on mine. Her name tasted like candy, her body feeling like heaven itself inside my arms. She hummed against me but didn’t let up, devouring my mouth once more. Her breath was labored, and I could feel her heartbeat mix with mine, creating a drumming as our chests pressed together.

      “Penelope!” Her name echoed in my mind. She paused suddenly, and I realized that her name was not ringing inside my head but through my house. Someone was looking for her. She pulled back, her eyes fluttering open in slow motion as she floated back to reality. I was in space with her, also needing a moment to come back down to earth. Her eyes were hooded, dopey. I could tell her head was swimming with passion.

      Her name rang out again and she blinked rapidly a few times as she adapted to her surroundings. I cupped her face, knowing the moment was just about to be over. All the words previously logged in my throat were now on the tip of my tongue and I was ready. I tilted her head to face mine. Her eyes, devastating through her long lashes, looked at me.

      “Penelope, I–” I’m in love with you.

      “I can’t do this,” she whispered. Her voice broke in a heart-wrenching resonance. She sighed and dropped her eyes before glancing back at me briefly. The look lasted only a fraction of a second, but within it I saw everything she couldn’t say. For the first time ever, I knew that Penelope Mason felt exactly the way that I did.

      And there wasn’t a damn thing either of us could do about it.

      She slipped out of the pantry quickly, shutting the door behind her. I stayed behind, letting her return to the outside world alone so it wouldn’t be obvious we’d been together. I leaned my forehead against the wall, lightly pounding my fist on the door. The words I never got to say still hung off my tongue:

      Penelope, I’m in love with you.

      I know you’re leaving tomorrow, but I can’t let you go without telling you.
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        “There is no such thing as soulmates. And who would want there to be? I don’t want half a shared soul. I want my own damn soul.”

        ― Rachel Cohn

      

      

      “I think we got lucky here. I’d almost call it a twist of fate.”

      I blinked, the words flowing into my ears and requiring an extra second to comprehend. “What?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t been paying attention. I’d felt uneasy since Mr. Collins found me in the hall this morning and asked if I could meet with him in his office during my prep period. He’d never asked to meet with me one-on-one before, and if his reputation served him right, these types of meetings were never a good thing.

      It certainly must not have been helping that I had entirely zoned out since the meeting started. He blinked back at me. “Well, I suppose I should just get to the point then, shouldn’t I?” He laughed awkwardly. “At the most recent School Board meeting, I explained that we have been unable to find a substitute to cover Mrs. Carlson’s leave of absence due to the extraordinary shortage in available teachers, and we discussed canceling art classes for the rest of the year.”

      What on earth does that have to do with me?

      “That’s too bad,” I said. I almost added art used to be my favorite class in school but decided against it. I was, after all, aiding for a history teacher. History probably should’ve been my favorite subject.

      Collins nodded. “Yes. However, Mr. Edwards provided an alternative solution that was approved by the school district, and that is where I am hoping you’ll come in.” He glanced down at his desk and then back up at me, like whatever was going to come next was going to be uncomfortable for him to say. “Mr. Edwards said you may be wary of agreeing to this, so I want to preface my request by saying that this would be hugely beneficial to the school and the students here.” He paused, swallowing again. “Tom mentioned that you are a talented artist yourself and–”

      I snorted, “I’m not an artist.”

      He looked at me pointedly. “I would be inclined to disagree. I had the opportunity to view some of your work.”

      “How?” I asked even though I knew the answer. If Tom had asked my dad for one of my old sketchbooks, my dad gladly would have recovered one from the boxes in the garage. I’d bet that he was in on it the entire time. My parents had asked me recently why I quit drawing, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them that there wasn’t a reason why. It just didn’t bring me joy anymore.

      “I wanted to see your work for myself before I agreed to move forward with his proposed solution.” I hate the way he said your work, as if it was anything other than old sketchbooks that I used to fill with doodles when I was a teenager.

      I nodded and attempted an appreciative smile.

      “Miss Mason, we’d like you to cover Mrs. Carlson’s art classes for the remainder of the school year. As you know, the spring semester will be starting next week, and we are hoping you’ll agree to teach her classes so we don’t have to reassign the students who’ve already registered for them.” He paused, but I made no motion to respond. I became hyper fixated on the fluorescent lights of his office and the way they shone atop his bald head, how he had both smile and frown lines, but the frown lines were more apparent. I wondered how much of his life he spent frowning versus smiling. I was pulled into his ice blue eyes, which seemed to be swirling with growing frustration. “It would overwhelm the elective teachers as well, including Miss Cunningham, if we had to relocate those students into other courses. It would be a significant relief not to have to cancel those art classes.”

      He’s using Macie against me. He singled her out as an elective teacher hoping that it’d sway me in the right direction because he knew we were friends. Well played, asshole, I thought to myself. “I completely understand, Mr. Collins. However, I don’t have a degree in teaching. I’m really not qualified,” I said as sympathetically as I could manage.

      He smiled in a cynical way, though he attempted to mask it with something more genuine. “Actually, all you need is special permission from the School Board. Which you received.”

      Fuck. I forced my lips to tilt upwards. “Wow, I’m so flattered,” I said, falling flat.

      His mouth twitched. “I’m sure. So, here’s the deal, we’d have you take over the three general art elective courses. Mrs. Carlson already has the projects and coursework outlined for the entire semester. You’d just need to supervise the classes, grade projects, and offer support to the students, of course. Mrs. Arnold has still requested partial access to your aide, so you’d continue working with her two class periods a day.”

      I chewed on my lip. He was making a damn point. There was no way I was getting out of this. I knew that Katie Carlsen also taught photography classes, and though Collins hadn’t mentioned them, I was afraid there may be an expectation for me to take them on if I agreed to do this. “What about her photography class?” I asked. “Yearbook club?”

      Collins' smile grew as he realized I was on the verge of giving in. “Yes, well I understand you are not an experienced photographer, and because we will be splitting your duties between Mrs. Carlson’s coverage and Mrs. Arnold’s aide, we had to find an alternative solution for those classes. Mr. Edwards, luckily, had another reference for a substitute role. He’s a very accomplished photographer, in fact. Though, you two will need to share the art studio as well as Mrs. Carlson’s office.” I shrugged. I hardly believed sharing an office with a stranger would disrupt my life too heavily. Plus, I already shared Christine’s office with her. If the guy was really that bad, I’d have a place to run away to. “Mr. Edwards did mention the two of you know each other, so I’m hoping sharing close quarters won’t be an issue.”

      We know each other? I don’t know any photograph–

      A knock sounded on the door before it squeaked open. Collins’ secretary, Margorie, peaked her head in. “Apologies, Mr. Collins. Mr. Edwards has arrived.” I glanced between the two of them, eyes wide, wondering what the hell Tom was doing here in the middle of a Thursday.

      Collins turned to me and smiled. “Sounds like your office mate has arrived.”

      Tom isn’t the Mr. Edwards he’s referring to.

      I’d never describe my mind as a pleasant breeze. If anything, it was a whipping wind. In the last fifteen minutes, it’d become closer to a thunderstorm. In the last ten seconds, though, it’d become an entire tornado. Shredding apart the inner walls of my brain, destroying all ability to speak, or think, or act. Everything ceased to exist except the panic-inducing, inconceivable, agonizing realization of who was just about to walk through the door in front of me.

      My heart stalled briefly in my chest and I struggled to breathe, hoping it wasn’t obvious. My mind was playing tricks on me as it did sometimes in my dreams. Sometimes not even when I was dreaming, but when I was lying in bed at night unable to fall asleep. I imagined this very moment in my head, but it had never been like this. Everything moved in slow motion as he stepped through the door. My eyes desperately searched the space around us for some kind of glimmer, a glitch in the matrix—anything to prove that this isn’t real. Inside my imagination, I always recognize him immediately, unchanged from the eighteen-year-old boy I had once known. I never thought to imagine him as a man. Unfortunate for me, because I am much less prepared for this moment than I should be, considering how many times I’ve thought it through.

      It’s not him. It’s not. It can’t be.

      Then, he laughed.

      That laugh. I know that laugh.

      Fireworks explode throughout my mind. It’s him. Oh God, it’s him.

      I squinted my eyes as I studied his face again, now looking for all the familiarities I should be seeing. He’d grown into his features. His jaw was more defined, and his body seemed to take up the entirety of the door frame he was standing in. His hair was lighter, but his skin was darker than I remembered. Both seemed to be kissed by the sun. Little hints of blond peeked through the otherwise caramel color of his hair, like rays of sunlight that got caught inside the strands. My eyes fell to his lips, the way his bottom lip was fuller than his upper, but his upper lip formed a perfect cupid’s bow.

      I’ve touched those lips before. It was so long ago, in another lifetime it seems, but I know those lips. My eyes were still watching his mouth when I noticed it tilt up on one side, somewhere between a smirk and a grin. His way of saying ‘I got you.’ I’d spent my entire childhood memorizing that grin, staring back at it, because he always had me.

      Instinctively, I shot up from my chair to step closer to him because I still wasn’t convinced that he was the person standing in front of me. It would seem more likely I’d gone deliriously crazy and was now having full blown hallucinations. He stepped closer too, positioning himself right in front of the window that overlooked the courtyard in the center of the school. All my doubts about the person staring back at me diminished when his hazel eyes reflected in the light. Green, yellow, and brown all fighting a war inside them. Someone new seemed to be winning at any given time. Gold highlights speckled throughout, just like the sunshine caught in his hair. His eyes reminded me of a jungle I’d never seen, with the sun setting somewhere in the distance, reflecting on the flora and fauna in a perfect moment. It’s really him. I took a step back and let out a breath.

      “Penelope?” he asked, sounding as shocked as I felt.

      I nodded as he smiled wider. His arms extended and he moved to close the gap between us. I knew I should’ve stepped into him too. I should’ve opened my arms wide to embrace an old friend.

      That’s what we were, right?

      I remained frozen, though. His arms wrapped around me and I finally returned the hug after a moment of stillness that lasted far too long. He was so much bigger than I remembered him. I knew the hug was innocent but I couldn’t help but to breathe in his smell and take note of the way his arms felt around my waist. He laughed effortlessly, and I felt his chest rumble with it, like thunder against my own.

      If I was a whipping wind, he was a sea breeze.

      I should respond. I know I should respond. I should tell him it’s good to see him and ask how he is. Reference the cold and cloudy weather and ask why on earth he’d leave Hawaii for it. I couldn’t seem to get the words through my esophagus and out of my mouth, though.

      I wasn’t that happy to see him. Truth be told, he picked the worst possible time to walk into my workplace. Based on the shock in his voice when he said my name, he had no clue I worked here either.

      Any other time I’d be able to shake off old feelings and exchange pleasantries. But now I’m twenty-three, I’d been withdrawn from the greatest University on earth, rejected from their grad program. Living with my parents. Working a job that I only got because his dad set it up for me. The list could go on. I knew if I opened my mouth, he may ask me questions that would require me to disclose how my life was really going, and I couldn’t stomach that in addition to just seeing him here in the flesh.

      Mr. Collins cleared his throat, a silent reminder that public displays of affection of any kind are not permitted on school premises, even if you’re running into someone you haven’t seen in five years, apparently. Carter and I both stepped back from each other, “See? Like I said, a twist of fate.” I struggled to pull my eyes away from Carter’s stare to look at Collins. He seemed to read my expression. “I just mean– You know, what are the odds that you both are so talented in your respective fields and that you two are already friends? It’s a perfect combination.”

      I hated that he used the word fields because art was not my field. Art was not even something I did for fun. Not something I thought about. Once upon a time, I liked to draw when I was bored. That was it. But my mother had been an artist all her life, and given that neither of my siblings ever took it up, she hung tightly onto that future for me. While I used to find it therapeutic and relaxing, it was never a career path for me.

      “We grew up together.” My eyes shot up to Carter’s face, catching him as he smiled at Collins. To anyone else the smile seemed easy, genuine. It was fake. Carter’s real smiles would stand a room to attention. Would knock the wind out of any poor, unsuspecting woman who found herself on the other end of it. I would know. I’d been said poor, unsuspecting woman a time or two.

      “Yes, your father mentioned that. Now, if you’ll both follow me; I’d like to show you the art room, let you take a look around.” Collins stood and led us out of his office and into the courtyard at the center of the school, and I realized I had never officially agreed. As Collins walked down the lengthy hallway that led towards the art studio, he said, “Miss Mason, I’d like to ask if you’d be Mr. Edwards’s guide on his first few weeks at the school. Ensure he gets acquainted with other staff, knows where to find the things he needs, and that he’s comfortable.”

      “Of course,” I found myself blurting out. I tried not to look at Carter as I said it, but my eyes moved on their own, just as my mouth had. I no longer had control of my body. He smiled, fake again. He dipped his head slightly in gratitude.

      We stepped into the studio. It was a large, open room with paneled windows looking out over the parking lot. Tables scattered throughout the middle of the room, while the perimeter held countertops overflowing with art supplies. To the right of the door was another door that led to a small office, hardly large enough for one person, let alone two.

      I tried to ignore the intensity of his presence as I watched Collins open the cabinets and closets, explaining where we’d find all the supplies we needed. He handed us each a packet with a syllabus and detailed lesson plan for the semester. He promised we’d each get to shadow Katie for the remainder of the week to learn the ropes.

      Normally, I’d be extremely overwhelmed by the thought of teaching classes all my own. I didn’t even want to be a teacher. I don’t even like kids that much. Yet, I didn’t have it in me to care right now. All the fear inside my body was fixated on the presence of the man standing next to me. Every emotion in my body, actually. I discreetly—maybe not so discreetly—glanced at him just in time to watch him lick his lips. Dammit. Why does he look so good?

      “I’ll leave the two of you to look around, get acclimated with the space. Miss Mason, I told Mrs. Arnold you’d be back by next period to assist her with the last class of the day,” Collins said. I pretended to sort through a basket of paint, nodding absently. “Mr. Edwards, Mrs. Carlson has already left for the day since her classes have finished. Why don’t you just shadow Miss Mason next period so she has a chance to introduce you to the other school staff?”

      “Sure,” he said. I felt his eyes on me but refused to look up from the box of paint. My brain rapidly tried to think of a question, a comment, a concern. Anything to stall Collins from walking out of that room. The tornado in my mind returned to its reign of terror as the clicking of Mr. Collins’ loafers faded down the hallway.

      We were alone.

      Against my internal pleas, my mind thought back to the last time I was alone in a room with Carter. My stomach twisted in knots beneath me, my breath became shallow and rapid. Feeling the need to separate my body from my mind, I quickly stepped back from the counter I was facing. So quickly that I knocked a bottle of red paint from the counter, watching it fall to the floor and break open. The bottle was old, mostly empty and dried out, but there was just enough paint left inside to splatter onto the floor after the lid popped off.

      Some of the paint sprayed across my foot, seeping into the fabric of my shoe. My white shoe.  It almost kind of looked like a flower, one of those abstract ones where the artist just splatters the paint onto the canvas but it still ends up pretty when they’re done. I watched the paint as it rolled over millimeter after millimeter of the fabric, sucking in all the white and coating it in red. Thick, red liquid.

      I felt the contents of my stomach spin inside me as the scene set in. It looks like blood. My chest began to tighten, and I felt lightheaded as I squatted down behind the counter and examined my foot. I moved my hand forward to wipe it off, but my body jerked and stopped before my fingers could reach it, so I grabbed the bottle of paint from the floor instead. I breathed through my nose and out my mouth. I did it again. It’s just paint. It’s not blood. Just paint.

      The bell rang, signaling the end of the class period. I shot up from the floor in a flurry and slammed my hip against the side of the chair, causing it to slide across the tiled floor. Carter, who’d been facing away from me and looking through a box of digital cameras provided by the district, spun around at the sound of the screeching chair. He raised a brow and opened his mouth as if to ask me something when the classroom door flew open.

      “Holy shit. I ran straight in here the minute my prep started.” She paused for not even half a second. “Well, that’s not true. I ran straight to Christine, who then informed me I’d find you here. Which begs the question, why are you here? What happened with your meeting with Collins? Did you get fired? Well, of course not. Right? If you’d been fired you wouldn’t be here, in the art room, and–” Macie stopped. Her mouth was already speed boating before she’d fully entered the room, not long enough to allow her to take in her surroundings. By the time she had, she’d lost her words as she stared, mouth gaping, at Carter. “Hi,” she said, finally.

      “Hello,” he replied, his most charming grin rising from the corner of his mouth.

      “Do you work for the school district?” she asked.

      “I do not.” He smiled.

      “Board of education? The State of Oregon?”

      He shook his head.

      “Are you in any way involved with any organization or person who may be able to fire me from my job?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      She grinned. Whipping around to face me. “Penny, can you please explain to me what is going on? Why were you called into a private meeting with Collins today? Why are you now in the art studio, instead of your classroom, with some random, stupidly hot, man?”

      “Macie, this is Carter. He was my neighbor growing up. Our parents are friends. Tom Edwards, from the school board, is Carter’s dad.” I sighed. “Evidently, the district couldn’t find a substitute for Katie’s maternity leave, so Carter will be teaching her photography courses, I guess. And apparently, I will be teaching her art courses.” I dropped my head, rubbing my temples.

      “Why on earth–” Macie started.

      “Pep is a great artist,” Carter cut in.

      My heart skipped a beat as he said that nickname I hadn’t heard in so long. When I was adopted and Maddie was only two, she couldn’t say Penelope. She’d somehow taught herself to say “Pep” instead. Throughout our childhood, my siblings and friends called me that, but as we grew up my full name took its place.

      Macie looked at me. “I didn’t know Pep was an artist.”

      “I’m not. I used to doodle in high school. That’s all.”

      She hmphed at me. Carter looked like he was about to say more, but I shot him a look that begged him to stop, hoping he was still capable of reading my features. “Okay, so you’re not an artist. Please explain how you ended up in this situation, then.”

      “Pretty sure our dads set me up.” I craned my neck toward Carter.

      “So, you must be a photographer, then?” Macie asked Carter. I leaned in, desperate for his answer, yet hoping it didn’t show. I need something—some kind of inkling as to what his life had been like before showing up in Collins’ office today.

      “Yeah,” he paused, “and thank you. For the hot part, not the stupid part.” He then winked. Winked. At Macie. She was practically panting, and I suppressed an eye roll. “I’d been wanting to get out of Hawaii for a while. I guess the school was having trouble finding a substitute for the teacher here who's going on leave.” Looking down at his feet he timidly added, “I didn’t know you were working here too. I thought you were still in England.”

      My stomach twisted. Would he not have accepted the job if he knew he’d be working with me? Would I have accepted if I knew I’d be working with him? Likely not. If he thought I’d still be in England, then his dad must’ve not told him about my… situation.

      I wasn’t sure what to think of that.

      “Anyway, after my feature in Travel + Leisure my dad pitched me as the substitute, and the school board approved it.”

      I stared after him in shock. “I– I’m sorry. Did you say Travel + Leisure? You’re like, legit?”

      He chuckled, “Yeah, I guess. Mostly landscape. I was shooting Hawaiian locations for tourist publications. I’m hoping to get into some other stuff now that I’m out here. Focus more on the creative and artistic side of it.”

      “Very cool. Very hot,” Macie said. I shot her a look that could melt her face. She snorted. “I’ve got class soon. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Carter. I’ll see you later, Penny.” She blew me a kiss as she headed toward the door. I knew she’d have a million and a half questions for me later. I also knew her prep period just started, meaning she did not have class soon. For whatever reason, she’d decided she wanted to leave me alone for the first time ever.

      After she was gone, Carter looked at me and raised a brow, “I thought only your dad was allowed to call you Penny.”

      “He is, but you’ll soon find that Macie doesn’t give a shit about rules.” He laughed. I’d found that I had mindlessly placed all the paint I’d pulled out of the box back into it, just as mindlessly as I’d pulled it out. “Speaking of class, I need to get back to mine,” I said.

      He pulled his hands from the box of cameras he’d been inspecting. I wondered if he was also doing so mindlessly, or if he’d actually had a purpose for what he was doing. He rubbed them together. “Totally. Let’s go.”

      “So, what are you doing in Brighton Bay?” he asked as we exited the studio. “You know, since you’re clearly not still in England.”

      “Am I not in England? I hadn’t noticed.” He caught up to me and turned around, walking backward down the hallway, raising a brow at me. “I live here,” I answered finally.

      He huffed, “I mean, when did you get back?” I didn’t answer, as he continued walking down the hallway backward, staring at me. I let him continue walking, even though he was going straight when we should’ve turned left down another hall. Once he’d passed the entryway to the forked off hall, I cut down it. His footsteps stopped, and then sped up until he was racing up behind me. My mouth twitched upward.

      “I moved back in September,” I said, unwilling to divulge additional information.

      “From Oxford?”

      I nodded.

      “You graduated?”

      “Yep. Archaeology.” I hoped he wouldn’t pry further into my past than he already was.

      “Wow,” he breathed, shaking his head. “Pep, that is incredible.”

      A twinge of gratitude escaped me as we continued down the hall, even though his praises were hollow. Yes, I had graduated from Oxford, but it wasn’t as if I was using the degree that cost my parents thousands upon thousands of dollars. It wasn’t as if I was following the dreams I had since I was a child, the dreams that led me across the Atlantic.

      “Penelope.” His tone had me skid to a halt. I turned back to face him. “Is there blood on your shoe?”

      I forgot about the paint. I stared down at it and my stomach flipped. I threw my head back and groaned. I pressed my hands to my eyelids, breathing deeply before glancing back down at my feet. Why am I so scared of paint? Fucking paint.

      “It’s paint.”

      “Oh, okay. Do you want to go clean them off? Before it stains?”

      “It looks like blood,” was all I could respond with. I closed my eyes. “It’s fine. I’ll throw them out when I get home.”

      “Throw them out? Why don’t you just–” He stopped, then he sighed. “You’re still afraid of blood.”

      I cleared my throat, still staring down at my feet. “I guess.”

      “Come with me.” He spun on his heel and began walking the opposite direction, not checking if I was following. My feet stayed firmly planted as I stared after him. “Come on, Pep,” he repeated.  I looked down at my feet, and then back to him, and down at my feet once again. With an exasperated sigh, I followed him. We returned back to the art room and he began to open cabinets and drawers searching for something. After a few moments, he managed to pry open a locked closet and hummed, indicating he’d located whatever it was he’d been looking for.

      He backed out of the closet with a jug of bleach in his hand and walked over to the back of the studio where a deep sink stood. He motioned for me to join him and patted the counter next to the sink. “Hop up,” he ordered. I obliged, taking off my shoes and handing them to him, trying not to look at them too closely. He set my shoes in the sink and flipped on the water, scrubbing away the paint with bleach and an old rag.

      “Thank you,” I said timidly after a moment of silence.

      He laughed. “Anytime, Pep. You know that.”

      “I think it’s really cool you’re a photographer,” I said, attempting to sound genuine. It wasn’t that I didn’t really feel that way. I did think it was cool, and I thought it fit him perfectly. I forced the sincerity in my voice because I was disgustingly jealous. Jealous he had found his thing. Jealous that he was good at it. Jealous that he found success in it. Jealous that he seemed happy. He never even tried. He was so…carefree. All the time. About everything. I used to get frustrated by it. The way he would shrug off failed tests in school. How he never stressed about his future. Or how he never cared what people thought about him. I swore to myself that someday it would all blow up in his face. Meanwhile, I cared too much about everything. My grades, college, the future. All things that had come crashing down on top of me, no matter how hard I tried to control them.

      After a few more silent minutes, he shut the faucet off and patted off the last of the moisture on my shoe before moving to stand in front of me. I took notice of how tall he’d gotten. His shoulders were so much broader too. His button up was rolled up to his elbows, and it looked as if his arms could shred the fabric if he only flexed hard enough, and the way his torso tapered down to his hips… My breathing became a bit labored as I leaned back, away from my own thoughts.

      If I leaned forward right now, my head would fall right against his chest, and if I tilted it up, my lips could graze his neck. A chill shot through me at the thought of my lips anywhere on his body. He looked down at me, as if he had felt my response, and a small smile formed on his mouth. His familiar scent washed over me. He smelled like rain and saltwater breeze. I’ve never been much of a fan of rain, but I do enjoy the way it smells on wet pavement, or within the leaves of the evergreen trees.

      He spread my legs slightly with his knee, and my entire body tensed. He slowly bent down and squatted to the floor before grabbing my shoes and placing them back onto my feet. When he stood back up, his hands stayed wrapped around my ankles, slowly sliding up my legs as he stood. His hands never made it above the knee before they left my body and landed back onto my hips. He lifted me slightly before my feet hit the ground and I was standing again. I leaned back against the counter as our chests pressed together—reminiscent of a moment in another dark room. In another life. His hands lingered on my hips briefly before he let go and stepped back.

      We both found ourselves breathless. Stunned at the intensity of the moment.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      Emotional vomit built in the back of my throat. It had been about twelve seconds since he’d been back in my life and I was already feeling…things. Things I had absolutely prohibited myself from ever feeling again. From ever thinking about again.

      I allowed my eyes to roam across him. To take in every dimple, every freckle, every inch of his golden skin. I allowed myself to momentarily get lost inside his brindled eyes. I watched him lick his lips, the slow roll of his throat as he swallowed. For one brief moment, I’d give myself the allowance to drink him in. To imagine his mouth, his hands, and his body.

      I, forcibly and painfully, pulled myself from that moment after it turned from just one into several. As I pulled back, I examined his face and realized that he might have been looking at me exactly the way I was looking at him. I fought the urge to ask him if he’d tell me every single thought running through his mind.

      He cleared his throat. “They’re not brand new, but should be wearable.” I glanced down at my feet and could now only see a faint outline of faded pink across the top of the sneaker. “It doesn’t look like blood anymore.”

      “Thank you,” I said again as we made our way back down the hall to my classroom. I knew he was supposed to be staying with me for the rest of the day, but something felt strange. Like this was the last moment I’d be able to say anything for a while. The last time I could. Once we stepped through the threshold of that door, whatever feelings I’d felt in the art room would be shoved deep, deep down—locked away—as they’d been for the previous five years. As they’d need to be forever.

      I shut the metaphorical door on Carter the moment I stepped on that plane to England all those years ago. I padlocked it. Built a cement wall around it. Painted it red and let it fade into the dullness of my heart. I’d come to terms with the fact that he, among other things from my past, were meant to be suppressed until they were forgotten, no matter how long that’d take.

      My trembling hand reached for the door handle.

      “Penelope?” he breathed from behind me. He wasn’t inappropriately close, but I could feel his breath blow across the nape of my neck, sending a shiver up my spine.

      “Yeah?” I whispered.

      “It’s really good to see you again.”
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        “Ocean separates lands, not souls…”

        ― Munia Khan

      

      

      

      I can’t believe she’s standing there, right there. Bent over a table with her back to me, her hair a crimson curtain draping her face. I think my mind may still be frozen in shock, because I feel almost as if I’m outside my body, looking on from somewhere else. I’m watching this scenario play out between two different people, feeling pity for them both.

      I’d thought about it before, what it may be like to run into her again. At first, I thought it would be some grand reunion, a collision of all the lost feelings we never had the chance to express. As the years passed and we continued to miss each other, I started to think that it may never happen at all. Or that it would, at some point in the far-off future where both of us were married, happy, and fulfilled, and it would just be a funny little water mark on our adolescence. But five years is nothing compared to the number of years I spent in her presence. It may have only been one kiss, but I spent my whole childhood falling in love with her. The first time I noticed a person in that sort of way. The first lips I dreamt about at night. Every single fantasy between that dream and the day I actually kissed her. She was never actually any of my firsts, of course. Not the physical kind, anyway. But even then, she was who I wished they could’ve been. No, five years certainly was not enough time to recover from the way she wrecked my world.

      Now, she’s standing right in front of me. She’s helping walk a group of students through the guidelines of their group project on ancient Greece, and I can’t help but wonder if she felt it too. The palpable tension that floated in the air around us. Five years couldn’t have been enough time for her to forget the drumming of our hearts and the fire in our bodies. Where the moment in the past was a tidal wave, the moment in the art room today was rapid. I heard her gasp, the acceleration of her heartbeat. The way she shivered when I touched her hips.

      She remembers.

      I’d spent these years replacing her lips with so many others, all in an attempt to heal the scars she left on mine. Nothing thus far has been comparable to that moment in the dark pantry of my parents’ kitchen. That is, until I found myself alone with her again.

      Penelope was helping her students by outlining a rough draft of a map they were supposed to draw. I remembered when very few people knew her creative side. She was an artist at heart, and I considered myself one of the privileged ones who’d seen her art before. Although, I’m probably not anymore. But by the sound of it, she doesn’t draw these days. She doesn’t talk about it with her friends, assuming that woman—Macie—was her friend.

      I used to glance at Penelope’s notebooks in class, all the drawings sprawled across them. I would wonder how she could be so distracted, creating drawings so detailed and beautiful, and yet still have the highest grade-point average in our school. She left her sketchbook on the kitchen table in her house once, and I looked at it when nobody was around. The doodles in her notebooks were no comparison to the drawings sprawled across the pages of her sketchbooks, unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      I had so many questions for her. How her life has been and what it has become. Why did she end up back here when I had known her to desire living anywhere else? I wanted to know every detail of what her life has been like since the last time I saw her. I wanted to ask her about the last time I saw her. How she felt about it then, how she feels about it now. I wanted to ask her if she has a boyfriend.

      I should not want to ask her if she has a boyfriend.

      I suddenly realized I was staring far too intensely at her while she was bent over a table and her back was facing me. She’s wearing a pair of deep purple jeans that hugged every curve in the just the right way and drew my eyes to all the places they should not be going. I struggled to pull my gaze away from her ass and glance around the classroom. I wouldn’t lie to myself and pretend I wasn't excited to see Penelope again, but at this moment it felt strange. I did, as much as I could manage, try to shadow Penelope and the other teacher, Christine, as they worked with their students. I tried to understand the way they interacted, the way they critiqued, and how they listened. Penelope, of course, was a natural.

      Starting next week, I’d be taking over three photography classes, a study hall, and the Yearbook Club. I only knew how to take photos. I had no clue how to teach other people to take photos. I had no clue how to interact with students, but the contract was a solid income and gave me an excuse to live with my parents rent free for the next few months. I couldn’t turn it down.

      After the last bell had rung and the class had cleared, both Penelope and Christine remained. They split a stack of assignments that Christine slipped into her bag to grade at home later. She packed up her things, but Penelope seemed as if she’d be staying for a while. I wasn’t sure if I should stay too.

      “You sure you don’t mind tidying up?” Christine asked.

      “Not at all! I was actually part of the carpool this morning, so I’ll be waiting on Macie anyway.” Penelope smiled a smile I’d never seen before, and I realized it must be the one she created specifically for Christine. I wonder how many of her other smiles have been created in the last five years that I haven’t witnessed yet.

      Christine thanked her again and smiled at me softly before leaving the classroom, her heels clicking down the hall in echoes. Penelope went back to what she had been doing before, stacking books in corners and picking scraps of paper off the ground. I began doing the same.

      “You don’t have to wait for me,” she chuckled. The tone in her voice was light, as if she didn’t care either way if I stayed or went. That bothered me because I had no idea what I should do. I tried removing the connotations of our past and considered how I would act as a professional, simply in this situation with a coworker of mine and not… Well, not her. My eyes wandered about the room, and everything seemed to look like it was in the place it was meant to be.

      Except for myself, of course.

      I assumed she’s just diddling until she meets her friend to leave for the day. “Okay, sure. I’ll take off then,” I replied blithely. She was kneeled on the ground, sorting through a box of books. I knew she was attempting to make herself appear busy as a way of dissolving the awkward tension between us.

      “Okay, have a good night.” She reached her hand back to wave but didn’t turn around. I tightened my lips in frustration. I had no way of knowing how much she’d changed but one thing about her certainly has not—she remains reticent. Pushing down all emotions until she feels she’s in control. I used to do the same when it came to her, mimicking her movements because I wanted to do what made her feel comfortable. The constant game we played when we were young. The both of us too afraid to convey the way we feel.

      “Pep, we should talk about this.” I found myself saying it before my brain could tell my mouth to stop, frustrated with everything I’d pent up for so long.

      She was silent as she slowly stood up and straightened out her jeans, kicking the box of books back into the corner of the room. She sighed. “Talk about what?”

      “Come on, Penelope.” I was exasperated. “You know exactly what–” I was cut off by the sound of approaching footsteps and laughter. She turned around to face me just before I turned around to face the door, but I noticed her close her eyes and let out a breath of relief at our interruption. I rolled mine.

      The woman that flurried into the art room earlier, the one who—more than once—referred to me as hot, strode into the classroom, her tight blonde curls bouncing with her laughter. Close behind her was an incredibly tall man, and another man entered behind him, shorter with a wormy face. They all stopped abruptly as they entered the room, like they thought they may be interrupting something. Macie smiled at me kindly. The tall man stood close to her and smiled as well. His hair was red, like Penelope’s, except his was ginger where hers was cherry. He stood close enough to Macie that I assumed they may be involved. The shorter man with a stocky build and a wormy face held my gaze with narrow eyes and a judgmental expression.

      “Hi, Penny,” Macie said slowly. “Are you ready to go? We don’t want to be late for Thursday night trivia.”

      “I’m ready.” Penelope had a hint of annoyance in her tone. “Carter, will you be able to find the parking lot on your own? We normally park in the teacher lot in the back.”

      I chewed my lip. She clearly wanted me to leave, but I realized I could use the excuse of pretending I didn’t know where to go so she’d have to show me. She’d probably just send one of her friends to show me instead and that would be even more awkward. “Yeah, I’m sure I’ll manage.” She tilted her head in a brief nod and reached around her desk to grab her bag.

      Macie cleared her throat. “Mr. Carter, this is Jeremy and Marshall. Jeremy teaches math and Marshall teaches health and PE.” She pointed at each of them, Jeremy being the redhead and Marshall having the wormy face. I shook both their hands. “Oh, and you can call them Mr. Bridges and Mr. Ross when students are around.”

      “The name thing is all so confusing.” I smiled as genuinely as I could. “Nice to meet you both.” Jeremy smiled back at me in a dopey yet honest way. Marshall seemed much more reserved, almost impertinent as he greeted me.

      “Carter will be covering for Katie while she’s out on maternity leave. He’ll be taking over her photography classes and Yearbook,” Penelope explained as she floated past me and the rest of us filed out the door behind her. We all walked together on the first stretch of the long hallway where I’d cut off towards the right and they would all cut off towards the left once we reached the end of it.

      “Who's taking over her other art classes?” Jeremy asked.

      Pep sighed. “Me.”

      The wormy guy, Marshall, cackled. “They must be desperate.”

      I looked at Penelope, expecting her to be offended. She just shrugged and nodded as if she agreed. Marshall continued, nodding towards me, “Since Penelope, clearly, isn’t really an art teacher. Are you really a photographer?”

      “Yes, I am really a photographer.” I tried, and failed, not to grind my teeth.

      He frowned, shrugging, and then shook his head with a condescending snort.

      Penelope’s eyes flashed to me with a look that was almost apologetic, but mostly blank. It was silent for a few beats before Macie rang out, “Oh, and I already called dibs on the front seat!”

      “You can’t just call dibs when I’m not there. It doesn’t count unless all parties are present,” Penelope argued. They stopped walking and stared at each other. Only a fraction of a second could’ve passed before the realization dawned on them both.

      “Dibs!” They yelled at the exact same time.

      “I said it first–” Macie started.

      “No, I said it first!” Penelope exclaimed.

      “Macie definitely said it first,” Marshall chimed in with a sinful smile on his face.

      “I know you’re only saying that so you can sit in the back seat with Penny, but I won’t argue with you,” Macie laughed.

      I tried not to make a face at Macie’s observation.

      Penelope straightened up, no longer glimmering with the shiny expression she held when she was joking with Macie. “The driver decides who gets shotgun whenever the declaration of dibs is too close of a call to tell who said it first,” Penelope said seriously, like she was reading off a contract.

      All eyes turned to Jeremy, including mine. I probably should’ve stepped around them and continued on my way, but I somehow got pulled into their strange dynamic and wanted to see what happened.

      “I think Macie was a hair quicker,” Jeremy said. Macie cheered and wrapped her arm around his waist as they walked away. Marshall threw his arm around Penelope’s shoulder, and I thought I may have caught her stiffening slightly. He moved off behind the other two, pulling her along with him. Once they made it to the fork in the hallway, Jeremy and Macie absent mindedly turned left, with Marshall following right behind. Penelope glanced back at me with a soft expression.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said just above a whisper.

      “See ya, Mr. Carter!” Macie yelled without turning around at all.

      “I’m so confused, is his first name Carter, or his last name?” I heard Jeremy ask her as they disappeared through a set of doors.

      I chuckled briefly at that because I had no idea why Macie decided to call me by my first name with a suffix in front of it. Their laughter and conversation faded into nothing, and I found myself standing alone in the middle of the hall, staring after the living, breathing ghost who’d been haunting me all this time.

      I thought my heart had healed from the soul splitting anguish she’d caused me. As I watched her disappear from sight, another man’s arm around her, I wondered if I’d ever had a stitch in it at all.
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        “Soulmates may be linked, but fight to separate, causing wounds and confusion. They teach what no one else can.”

        ― Donna Lynn Hope

      

      

      
      “A little heads up would’ve been appreciated,” I said, shutting the front door behind me. I’d hardly made it through trivia last night as I found myself reliving every dreaded moment of yesterday afternoon. By the time I made it home, my parents were in bed, and when I woke up this morning, my dad had already left for work. I hadn’t had the chance to confront him about his potential involvement in the scheme to appoint me Seaside Middle’s newest art teacher, or maybe worse, Carter Edwards’s new office mate.

      Regardless, I wasn’t sure I wanted to confront him about it. Wasn’t sure I could. The last year had been rough for my parents and me. The moment I stepped out of the terminal at PDX, my father forced a smile that said: I’m so disappointed in you right now, but I’m still trying to love you. More than anything else in the last year, maybe more than anything else in my entire life, that look on his face broke me. I’d failed the man who never failed me. The man who saved me.

      The drive home from Portland to my hometown of Brighton Bay was silent. We got home late, and my mother hadn’t stayed up to greet me. My father went straight to bed. I collapsed onto the floor of my childhood bedroom and sobbed. Sometime later, my sister silently opened my door, pulled me onto my bed, and slept with me. We’ve never talked about that night. My parents didn’t tell Maddie the full extent of my experience at Oxford, but I did. None of us speak of it now.

      That was nine months ago, and I’ve been walking on eggshells every moment since. I knew that I’d disappointed them. They were trying to be supportive, trying to mask that disappointment, but I could see through it.

      “They’re not pretending to forgive you, Penelope. They were upset, yes, but they’re over it. They love you. Of course they expect a lot from you, they expect a lot from all three of us, but you put all this pressure on yourself to be perfect. I promise you, Mom and Dad do not expect perfection. They just want to make sure you’re happy,” my sister had told me a couple of weeks after I returned home. What she didn’t understand was that while my parents may not expect perfection from me, I did. I owed it to them in a way she never would. I was adopted—I was a fucked up little kid and they took me in. I’ll always owe them a debt that can’t be repaid. The least I could do was not be a failure and an embarrassment. And my parents
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