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        This book is dedicated to women.

      

      

      

      
        
        Oh. And my high school classmates who thought it would be hilarious to predict I would one day be the president of the National Organization for Women. Who’s laughing now, bitches?

      

      

      

      
        
        (all in good fun, of course.)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      First, thank you for being here! It’s an honor that among all the stories you could choose, you chose this one. I appreciate your willingness to read this story. Speaking of this story, it surprised me. When I started out on the journey with Hannah and Seth, I thought it would be a new adult, second-chance love story set in college. It is that, but the deeper I got into the characters and the narrative, darker things began to emerge I hadn’t expected. I think it’s only fair to give you a heads up that what you’re about to read might be triggering for some. And so if you aren’t interested in knowing ahead of time, feel free to turn the page now to avoid any spoilers.

       

      Those of you who need the warning, here goes. 

       

      If you’ve read The Ugly Truth, you already know what has happened to Seth. Both he and his mom have experienced the trauma of domestic violence at the hands of Seth’s father. In this story, Seth takes us back in time to some of those moments. These experiences aren’t offered in a way to glorify violence, but are rather the means of Seth processing his trauma for healing.

       

      In addition to that, at the onset of this story, Hannah and her ex-boyfriend, Sebastian, have broken up. It’s been several months, and we learn Hannah is dealing with the grief over the unexpected death of her father and suffering with survivor’s guilt. As the story progresses, the relationship Hannah shared with her ex-boyfriend offers anecdotes of the love-bomb, gaslighting and narcissistic tendencies. While Hannah attempts to draw a line with Sebastian, he refuses to listen to her, and his behavior escalates to an incident of assault.

       

      Please know that my inclusion of these scenes isn’t to glorify or romanticize Sebastian’s behavior in any way, but rather to offer the portrait of an intelligent young woman who might fall prey to the subversive way an abuser operates. 

       

      If you are experiencing violence against your person, please seek help immediately. I have listed a few resources in the back of the book.

       

      With love,

       

      Cami
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        My Heart Insists Making Wishes Might Help

      

      

      

      Blankets speckled the beach. It was getting dark, and stars winked at the crowded beach from the July sky. It was a perfect night for fireworks, still pleasantly warm, despite the Oregon ocean air, and full of anticipation.

      Except I wasn’t feeling it.

      Instead, I was stuck in my head, hands in the sand, pondering the fact that my parents had decided to move and were, at that moment, still going through the garage. We had less than a week until doomsday.

      “You’re graduated now,” Mom had said after I’d complained for the umpteenth time and asked them to hold off until the end of the summer. “Nineteen. Off to college. What’s the deal?”

      Dad had stopped what he’d been doing with a toolbox to watch the exchange. His engagement was always unsettling for me. I tensed and waited for an explosion, but there hadn’t been one for the last year and a half. That was how things worked now. A year and a half from my car wreck, and a year and a half of his sobriety. We mostly talked through Mom. This wasn’t a Jack Peter’s issue, it was mine. He’d tried, and I’d maintained the distance. I didn’t trust him. And I didn’t understand how Mom did. How many times had he been on the wagon? Just because he was a year into this stint didn’t mean he wasn’t going to fuck it up. Her forgiveness pissed me off. It felt like an indictment against me. I was struggling to forgive him, yet I’d been forgiven by Gabe and hadn’t deserved it. This awareness slammed me with guilt I didn’t want to acknowledge.

      “Why can’t you just wait until I leave for school?” I’d asked.

      “Jobs, Seth,” she’d said. She’d put something in a box, then stopped to level a pragmatic look at me, her eyebrows sharp over her eyes. “No one is making you come with us.”

      I’d wanted to argue with her. They kind of were. How could I afford to live on my own for a month before I moved into the dorms and reported to the soccer team? The whole timing of the move was stupid. But she was right, I was technically an adult. I just didn’t really feel like one yet. How did that feel? Did the realization settle on your shoulders and make you feel all-knowing? My parents hadn’t acted like adults in all the time I’d known them, so it seemed like the whole idea was a crock of shit.

      A little while later, I was with my friends on our way to the 4th of July beach bash. Carter was driving. Abby, Gabe, and Hannah were squeezed into the back seat of the car. I’d climbed into the front seat, wishing I could be closer to Hannah but not having a reason to be. I’d been crushing on her the whole year and had been too much of a coward to do anything about it. 

      I’d listened to her and Abby chatter about remaining summer plans that I wasn’t going to get to be a part of. Abby was leaving for Hawaii in less than a month, Hannah for Oregon University. Gabe was leaving for California, and Carter for Washington. I hadn’t told them I was moving, but I wasn’t exactly sure how to break the news. How did one say, “So, I’m moving to Benson next week. See you on the flipside.” What a buzzkill. I was leaving Cantos, and there wouldn’t be a reason to return. This could be the last time I spent with my friends, beyond cell phones. While I didn’t have a lot of good memories of Cantos, they had been the best thing. And the thought of losing time with them made me angry.

      Now, after our picnic of chips and crackers and other kinds of convenience foods (except for the sandwiches Hannah had made). I looked up at the sky and watched for shooting stars before the fireworks began. Maybe the sky held the answer. I could probably ask Gabe to crash at his parents’ place for six weeks, but I didn’t. He would have said yes, and I didn’t really feel like I deserved that. Plus, I didn’t have a way to pay my own way. Carter’s family was bursting at the seams already. Maybe I could make a wish.

      Abby bumped my shoulder with hers.“You okay?”

      I looked at her and nodded.

      “You seem a million miles away.”

      I offered her a smile. “Just waiting for the fireworks.” It wasn’t a lie, exactly.

      She looked at me a few beats longer, as if assessing the validity of my claim, seeing through me, then turned back to Gabe. He whispered something into her ear. She smiled one of those kinds of smiles between couples that I wished shared with me and dropped her head onto his shoulder. He kissed her head.

      I stood up with the itchy feeling to get away and wove through the tapestry of blankets and people toward an edge, needing to catch my breath and fix my attitude. With my eyes on my feet, concentrating on staying upright in the sand, I ran right into someone else.

      We toppled over into the sand.

      “Oh. Shit. I’m–”

      Hannah. 

      I was sprawled out on top of her, her hair spread out around her head. She giggled, and I felt the vibration of it in my belly.

      “I’m sorry.” I extricated myself from the way our limbs had braided together. 

      “That’s okay.” She smiled. “You were on a mission.”

      I stood and helped her up.

      Nerves fluttered about inside of me like bouncing and unpredictable dragonflies. I’d been a bundle of nerves all year with her—I liked her, really liked her. Gabe had spent the entire year calling me out on it. “Just ask her out,” he’d said repeatedly.

      I hadn’t, even if I’d wanted to.

      Hannah was a good one, and I deserved no part of that. Not given who I was and what I’d done. My insecurities in all the threads weaving me together made me feel like I might unravel, and I didn’t want her to see that. I liked her too much.

      “I just needed some space to think,” I replied. “I really didn’t see you. I’m sorry.”

      Her hand reached out and touched my arm. “Stop.”

      I froze.

      “It’s okay. You want to be alone? Or are you okay with some company?”

      Just then, the first firework exploded in the sky, a succession of sparking white blooms. A collective gasp moved across the beach.

      “I’m okay,” I told her. “I mean, I’m sure you want to watch the show with the crew.” I’d sort of nodded over my shoulder. 

      “I’d like to watch them with you.”

      My heart constricted in my chest. First with awareness, then with hope, and then with anxiety. “You would?” I hated this insecure dude and wanted to take the words back and replace them with something cooler.

      She smiled, as if she liked this anxious guy. “Yes. Shall we sit?” 

      Another firework exploded. I followed Hannah past the last rows of blankets—where people were either watching the show or making out—to a spot up against the dunes behind everyone else on the beach around a little alcove that made it feel private, like our own spot under the sky. Hannah sat down, and I sat next to her, my arms wrapped around my knees. A string of fireworks exploded—red, white, and blue—against the backdrop of a dark velvet sky, and all I could think about was Hannah’s shoulder pressed against my arm, creating fireworks under my skin and heating up my chest. 

      “They’re so pretty,” she said.

      “Yes,” I agreed, but I was looking at her. I’d been so stupid, being afraid to tell her how I felt. And now I was leaving.

      I’d never have another chance with her. 

      With my heart pounding a nervous rhythm in my throat, I worked up the bravery to put an arm around her. 

      She froze.

      I retreated, thinking I’d taken it too far.

      But Hannah grasped my arm and pulled me back, snuggling in closer. She looked up at me, offered me a smile, then looked back up at the sky, thudding like my heartbeat. When Hannah threaded her fingers with mine, my body melted, aware of the movement of her fingers. Back and forth, a rhythm that had me thinking about more than just our hands touching.

      “Is this okay?” she asked. 

      I could barely hear her and leaned forward, my lips against the skin near her ear. “What was that?”

      She turned her face to meet my gaze, and her usually bright eyes were as dark as the sky. “Is this okay? Holding your hand?” Her gaze dipped to my mouth, then back to my eyes.

      I nodded, but I was thinking about her looking at my mouth, both surprised and excited that she wanted me to kiss her. My belly tightened with anticipation.

      I’d known Hannah since elementary school when we’d played boys-chase-girls during recess and insisted that the other had cooties. I’d never really noticed Hannah. Until I’d been in rehab after the accident, and it had been Hannah who randomly wrote me You can do it! cards and delivered homemade cookies. When I’d finally figured out that I had feelings for her, I didn’t know how to navigate real ones. So, I’d wasted spring of junior year and all senior year being a coward.

      Now, with her wrapped up in my loose embrace and her hand caressing mine, I knew I had a choice: coward or risk-taker? I realized if I didn’t take the risk, I’d regret it. Impulsive decision made, I leaned in and pressed my mouth to hers. My heart was outside my body. I waited for her to slap me in case I’d misread her, but she didn’t. Instead, she leaned toward me, her mouth soft against mine. When her lips parted, it surprised me, and when her tongue touched my lips, it ignited the fire in my gut. I invited her in, opening my mouth to kiss her like I wanted to. She let go of my hand, turned, and leaned against me, her hands now wrapped up in my t-shirt at my waist. The kiss somehow matched not only the intensity of my heart but the fireworks above us.

      My hands framed her face, our mouths exploring one another.

      We ended up lying in the sand, me on my back, and Hannah draped on top of me. I submerged my hands in her hair as if she might slip through my fingers or effervesce into the night sky like a firework.

      She moved so that she was closer and moaned into my mouth.

      I ran my hands over her, stopping at the small of her back and pressing her against me. I was pretty sure that she’d be able to feel my erection.

      “Oh my god,” she said against my mouth, “Seth,” and moved so that she was straddling me.

      My eyes opened, hands now on her hips as she pressed herself against me, both alleviating the pressure but building it tenfold. “Oh my god, what? Hannah?” I couldn’t speak very clearly, the words sounding like bursts of air as she pressed her body down onto mine.

      The fireworks continued above us.

      I was about to have exploding fireworks in my pants.

      “I can’t believe I’m kissing you.”

      The words tripped me up. I couldn’t decipher them and retreated.

      “I’ve wanted to for a long time.”

      I moved, sitting up and rotating Hannah onto her back, because those words I did understand. “Me too,” I said, and kissed her with more fervor, angles, tongue, teeth. I was cognizant that I was afraid to scare her away with my exuberance.

      “Me?” She opened her legs wider so I could settle deeper between her hips. “You wanted to kiss me?” Her doubt was said against my lips.

      I nodded, surprised by it, and unwilling to end the kiss to tell her yes. I trailed the kiss down her neck, another firework exploding above us vibrating through me. “Hannah–” I started to say, barely able to catch my breath and loathe to stop, but it felt like too much and not enough simultaneously. I wanted so much more, but it felt out of order.

      Her hands moved up under my shirt, gripped my back, and she tilted her hips toward me. “Yes? Seth?” She let out a gasped breath as I rocked my hips against her. 

      Another firework exploded above us, illuminating Hannah’s beautiful face.

      I stilled. First, because I was going to blow my load in my pants, but also because… this was Hannah. She deserved more than me dry humping her on the beach. 

      What was I doing?

      I was leaving in a week. As much as I wanted this with Hannah, what was it going to mean beyond this moment? We were going to different colleges. She lived in Cantos. I was relocating two hundred miles away in Benson. 

      I sighed and pressed my forehead against her shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry. I got carried away,” I said.

      “I like getting carried away with you,” she said. “I’d like to keep getting carried away.”

      My resolve almost melted away as another set of fireworks exploded above us. Her touch was fire on my skin, leaving hot trails as she caressed my back with her fingertips. To maintain control over myself and the situation, I moved off her and laid down in the sand by her side, taking her hand in mine as I offered her a smile.

      “Is something wrong?”

      I could have told her then that I was moving. I opened my mouth to confess. To tell her how angry I was about it. How on the night I’d finally found the bravery to kiss her, show her how I felt, it was too late.

      But I didn’t say anything, unwilling to ruin the moment. Instead, I shook my head and offered her another smile. Another set of fireworks exploded, resembling shooting stars, and I squeezed her hand and coaxed myself to be content in the now with her even as I made a wish that this didn’t have to end.
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        My Heart Insists It’s a Glob of Viscous Jelly

      

      

      

      My heart thuds when I see who’s calling, but I accept the call and press the phone to my ear. “Hello?” Sinking onto the barstool in the kitchen of my apartment, I reach for the counter to steady me. I’m not sure why I’ve answered, knowing it’s him.

      “Hannah? Hey. I just wanted to check in on you.” Sebastian’s voice sounds the same, deep and resonant. Masculine. It’s something I’ve always liked about him.

      Nine weeks ago, I’d hoped he’d turn into a troll under the bridge with a voice to match, but that isn’t what he sounds like. Unfair. How can things be so different, yet the threads that make us remain the same? I don’t feel the same at all, even if my face appears the same when I look in the mirror.

      “That isn’t your job anymore,” I say.

      I picture him sitting at the desk in his bedroom at his own apartment a mile or so away, running his index finger along the edge of the desktop littered with school stuff. His head bent forward—dark, auburn hair perfectly coiffed—and propped up by the other hand. I don’t like that my mind slips to picture him so easily in such a casual, attractive image and force myself to remember the last time I saw him: dressed up, standing in the cold, head bent, frowning at the ground with anger-shaped eyes as I waited for my ride. He’d broken up with me that night after admitting he was seeing someone else, then had been angry I’d walked out on him at the restaurant.

      Sebastian clears his throat on the other end of his line. “I– yeah. I just–”

      I press my finger against the ivory Formica countertop and run my finger along a groove that shouldn’t be there. When my roommate walks into the kitchen from the back of our apartment, I look up at her. Jewel tilts her head, her braids framing her face, as she arches her dark brows with the unspoken question: who is it? 

      She gathers her braids and ties them back before mouthing: Sebastian? Then she rolls her large, dark eyes and screws up her face, collapsing her features together in a grimace before reaching into the faux oak cupboard for a coffee cup.

      “Just what?” I repeat what he’s said. I want to know what he wants, but simultaneously don’t. Why had I answered his call?

      I’d loved him, or so I’d thought. Over the last two months, I’ve done a lot of reflecting about what I’d thought was being in love with him. I’d done all the things to create that perfect picture of it. Spent all my time with him. Exchanged gifts and did things to make him feel special. Took him home to meet my mom and sister in Cantos. Planned a future beyond college. He was the one, or so I’d believed.

      When he took me out right before finals and I got the I’m-seeing-someone-else talk, I’d been blindsided. Now, I’m questioning if it was really love.

      Looking back over my shoulder at our relationship, it was waving yellow flags at me all along. Now, there are sharp edges pressing against the softer skin of me asking that I pay attention, only I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be paying attention to. The ultimate knife—the fact he was cheating—was enough to kill whatever we’d had. What more is there to pay attention to?

      “Why are you calling?” I ask.

      Jewel leans against the counter near the coffee pot and looks at me over the rim of her mug. She’s holding the green one that I got her for her birthday that reads: I’ll bring the sass. That wary look on her face—her eyes narrowed, her frown—communicates she’s less than enthused that Sebastian is on the phone. After we’d broke up, she’d said, “He’s the gum that sticks to the bottom of your shoes on a hot summer day.”

      I’d laughed. It felt good to have her on my side. She was the one holding the tub of cookie dough and spoons after he’d pulled the plug. Then she was the one scooping me from the floor that first week, helping me get through finals. I’m not sure what I would have done without her, and I’m so glad I hadn’t moved in with Sebastian when he’d suggested it over the summer. 

      “Girl,” she mutters, shaking her head, turning back to the coffee pot. I watch her add more coffee to her cup. “Tell him to go to hell.”

      I offer her a wan smile.

      “I just–” he repeats and pauses again as though weighing and measuring the impact of his words. “I know the anniversary is coming up, and I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” 

      I have a fleeting impression that maybe he’d been planning on saying something different, but then settled on what I’ve heard, taking a 90-degree turn. I dismiss my doubt, wanting to be kind even if I’m feeling wary. What he’s asked is more endearing than holding onto any negative thoughts about his intentions.

      “I’m going home. I’ll be okay. Thanks.”

      Silence stretches between us, creating awkward terrain. 

      “Was that it?” I say, ready to end this.

      “I miss you,” he says at the same time.

      The silence returns like an earthquake.

      My heart stalls at the tremor, waiting for the earth to shift under me, waiting in suspended animation for something visceral to restart it. He doesn’t get to say that.

      “I’m not sure what to make of that,” is what I actually say. 

      Being with Sebastian at one time had been so easy. We’d fallen fast, the instalove I’d heard about and had always thought was bullshit. His attention, at a time when I was hungry for it, felt like a gift. Here was this amazingly handsome, charismatic, talented man giving me attention. But what’s the saying? Hindsight is twenty-twenty? The knowledge that I’d been so easy to replace slashes and burns the already damaged parts of me. Hearing him say he misses me drags me back toward what used to be and makes me feel like a hollowed-out version of myself.

      “I feel lost,” he says. “And you always helped me figure myself out.”

      My eyes slip shut, because I can’t look at Jewel, who’s giving me the evil eye. Her gaze isn’t directed at me, I know, but at Sebastian, who she loathes.

      Everything is about Sebastian, in his world, just like my seventeen-year-old sister had pointed out over the break. “He’s selfish,” Ruth had said.

      Their dislike of Sebastian wasn’t always that way. My family and friends once liked him. It wasn’t until later, when my relationship with him was the tenuous tension of a series of aftershocks waiting to tremble at a moment’s notice, that their acceptance of Sebastian crumbled. Our ending became a relief.

      I open my eyes again and look at Jewel. She gives me an encouraging look, her brows arching over her eyes. 

      As she stands there with a look that says, “You can do this. Stick to your guns,” I sigh, draw from her support, and say, “Sebastian. I can’t do this.”

      “Hannah–”

      “We’re over. Remember?”

      His silence is confirmation enough that he remembers those words.

      “I can’t be your go to, Bash.”

      “You’re right. It’s just–”

      I lean back, surprised by his acquiescence to my perspective. That’s new. The swirls of us had mostly been the opposite. But I’m also worried about sliding into a trap he might be setting, so I say, “I have to go.”

      “Can I see you later? Or maybe call?”

      “I don’t know.” I inwardly groan at myself. 

      “Just to talk.”

      I don’t know how to let him down. I don’t really want to see him, but he sounds so down, so contrite, and I don’t have it in me to just say the words Jewel has suggested. “Maybe.” I lay my head against the counter and listen to Jewel walk from the room. I’ve disappointed myself. And Jewel will be supportive and helpful and the million other ways she’s been in the year we’ve been friends.

      Sometimes, when I look at her, I think, I don’t know why she likes me. We shouldn’t work, but somehow, we do. She’d been looking for a new roommate, and I was transferring schools when I answered her ad. The fact we get along like we do is a testament to some higher power, I think. We’re complete opposites. She’s an athlete and grew up in Portland, a big city. I’m not athletic and grew up in tiny Cantos. She’s blunt. I’m squishy. She hates most people. I’m a people pleaser. She’s all business. I’m all emotion. Somewhere along the way, she became my lifeline.

      Sebastian says something about later, but I’ve zoned out, angry with myself for not drawing a tougher line.

      I end the call and imagine myself in the shape of a gooey heart where everything gets stuck inside the viscous jelly of my inability to set limits. Annoyed, I bump my head a couple of times gently against the counter. Why can’t I just be stronger? I’d returned to the term ready to move forward. Returning to rehash Sebastian—even if that isn’t what he wanted to talk about though I know that’s where it will go—isn’t good for me. 

      It’s good for him.

      Just like Ruth said.

      Why did I answer his call?

      I hear Jewel walk back into the room. She stops at the end of the counter. “You’re going to see him?”

      “No.”

      “Then what was that ‘maybe’ for? And why are you mangling your head against that countertop?”

      I sit up. “He asked if we could talk.”

      Jewel sighs for me. “Hannah.”

      “I know. I know.” 

      “Hon.” Jewel sits down next to me at the counter and bumps my shoulder with hers.

      “Don’t say it,” I tell her and tilt my head, laying it onto her firm shoulder. “I know it.”

      She hums a noise.

      “I need to be stronger. Like you.”

      She leans back and levels a serious look at me, which is uncharacteristic of her usual sarcasm. “You are strong. Stronger than you give yourself credit for.” She quirks a brow. 

      I sit up, take a deep breath, and offer her a quick nod, wishing it were true. 
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        My Heart Insists on Letting Sleeping Dragons Lie

      

      

      

      Hammill Library—the newest building on Western University’s campus—has fulfilled the promise of allowing me to disappear among the stacks. I know no one and no one knows me. Granted, it’s the first week of a new term, but my master plan is working just like I hoped it would. A clean slate. It wasn’t like I was known at my former campus (it was too big), but rather I couldn’t shake my own perceptions around my past and its influence on the new start I was attempting to make. 

      I’m surrounded by people: students, librarians, professors. All of us sit in a field of tables on the main floor, multiple seeded rows, growing crops of bodies bent over their light pine-coated surfaces and harvesting fruits of knowledge from books and computers. All strangers. No one knows Seth, the soccer player. No one knows Seth, that guy whose dad used to beat him up.Nobody knows Seth, the kid who almost died.   

      A girl at the opposite end of the table where I’m sitting looks up and catches my eye. She offers an inviting smile and tucks a strand of bobbed dark hair behind her ear before looking away. I return to the focus of my laptop and the book I’m perusing for my first history paper due next week. When I look up again, the cute girl catches my eye a second time. I offer her a polite smile, not really into the idea of meeting anyone, and focus on my computer. 

      There’s a couple across the room, heads bent together, working on something. It isn’t that I’m adverse to meeting someone. I’m like any guy, I suppose. I want to fall in love, find a partner, and have amazing sex, but historically, I haven’t had the greatest track record where relationships are concerned. 

      In high school, I messed around not thinking about the emotional harvest I was reaping, until Abby. She was my first friend and my first love that ended with her falling for my best friend when we were seventeen. That sucked, but it was exactly what I needed too, weirdly enough. Then there was Hannah senior year, and I’d wasted the year pining instead of acting on my interest in her.

      Even if I had though, I was in no emotional place to offer anything to a relationship as an eighteen-year-old recovering from a suicide attempt, which my next relationship taught me. I met Jenny freshman year of college, and I thought I loved her, but she broke up with me because she said she couldn’t deal with how closed-off I was. Dr. Bethany and I have spent a lot of time talking through that.

      After Jenny, I sampled hookups but always walked away dissatisfied with how temporary and ultimately lonely they were. How easy they were to reinforce being as closed off as Jenny accused me of being.

      During my sophomore year, I met Amber and fell for her, but as it turns out, I had more feelings than she did, and she moved on with a guy named Ivan. I heard they are living together now. 

      I told Dr. Bethany the worst part about the whole Amber thing wasn’t that she’d broken things off, it was knowing that I’d gone all in, and I still hadn’t been good enough. The next guy had been. A shot to the old self-confidence. Again. It felt a little like revisiting the Abby debacle in high school, dredging up all those insecurities.

      Dr. B had asked, “Do you truly feel you went all in?” Her question had pissed me off, and she knew it. She followed that up with this gem: “Why does that question make you upset?” which she does all the time. 

      I knew what she was getting at, because anger is a secondary emotion even though it’s often my primary setting. I was lying to myself that I’d gone all in with Amber. Typical me. I might have had all the feelings, but I hadn’t gone all in with Amber about my past. Instead, I gave her a glossier version, just like I had with Jenny. Dr. B responded to that by saying, “Perhaps when you find a true partner, you won’t feel the need to reserve those parts of yourself? You will go ‘all in’ as you say by being completely open even about the parts of yourself and your life you try so hard to hide.” 

      Dr. B is always calling me out like that. 

      Things ended with Amber over nine months ago, and now I’m starting over in a new place, new faces, new beginning.

      This new start is what I want, but then I also wonder if in some ways that clean slate is another way for me to avoid the shit I can’t escape. I carry the past in my head and body. The Seth who betrayed his best friend over a girl because of his own ugly insecurity and jealousy. The Seth who faced down his father’s dragon each day and usually lost. The Seth who wrecked his car because he’d lost hope and thought death was the better option. My seventeen-year-old-self haunts my twenty-one-year-old, upgraded version. I may have moved towns, transferred schools to shed my old skin, but I can’t seem to shed that old shame coating my insides. Sure, I’ve done a ton of work with Dr. B, and I hear her voice guiding me even now: Are your historical experiences—good and bad—the only ways to define this current version of you?

      Of course not. I logically know that.

      It isn’t the rational that clogs up the plumbing of my life. It’s the irrational emotions I wrestle with. She knows that too, of course. That emotional part of me who is trying to cleanse himself of the pain, the shame, and his own latent dragon he’s working so hard to keep asleep. 

      I return to my paper resolved to focus on what I can control: the outcome of this assignment.

      I’ve decided that this isn’t running away—the shedding of my past for the clean slate of this new start—but it is me looking ahead. It’s me redefining Seth Peters without all the baggage. That is what I need to move forward.

      My phone vibrates.

      I look at it.

      My mom’s calling.

      So much for a new start, I think, and decline the call. I turn the phone over on the tabletop and decide I’ll call her later. A part of me is avoiding her and by extension, him, but another part of me says that’s okay. Dr. B would say it’s okay to set healthy boundaries and honor what you need. What you need to start this term at a new school without the baggage weighing you down.

      Except it’s my mom, and we’ve always been a team.

      I pick up the phone, open a message and text her: Can’t talk. In the library working on a paper. Everything okay?

      Mom: Why wouldn’t it be?

      Me: Still on the wagon?

      Mom: Yes!

      Me: What’s up?

      Mom: Just missing you. The house is too quiet. I got spoiled having you home. 

      I’d only left home a couple of weeks ago. I text: Tired of 80’s reruns?

      Mom: Stop. We have new programs we watch. Just started a new police show.

      Me: From this decade? Dad branched out?

      Mom: [smiley face] He even tried an episode of Downton Abbey with me.

      Me: And?

      Mom: He said it was “okay.”

      I’m surprised, but I text her back with: Did he agree to watch another episode?

      Mom: LOL. No, but at least he tried one. Progress.

      I’d like to say he’s a walking antithesis to progress, a one step forward, two steps back kind of guy, but that isn’t accurate. This last year was his fourth year sober, so that is progress even if I don’t always trust it, or him. I text her: That’s good.

      Mom: How’s your roommate?

      Me: He isn’t a serial killer. 

      The day I’d moved, she’d thrown the what if your roommate is a serial killer at me.

      Me: Trace is great. 

      Mom: You should bring him home for a visit. 

      I don’t comment, putting my phone down. I don’t want to subject anyone to my parents. I return to the paper I need to write. The phone pings with another message.

      Mom: I love you.

      Me: Love you too, Mom.

      Her: Don’t be a stranger.

      I send her a thumbs up and put the phone down again, then  stare at my computer screen with its blinking cursor. I reread the last sentence, but my mind wanders back to my mom. 

      The day I’d left she’d been different, panicked. It made me wonder if something was going on she wasn’t telling me. Dad wasn’t drinking. He hadn’t been violent and was diligent about attending his meetings and therapy. He seemed to like his new job—he drove a truck for the UPS now. He’d lost weight. While he’d gained weight when he first stopped drinking, which I figure was probably normal for someone who’d been managing his nutrition with alcohol and now wasn’t, that had seemed to stabilize when he’d started walking. He and mom walked together. All in all, in the time I’d been home, things had actually seemed… perfect. 

      But I can’t shake the nagging feeling that something is off. That feeling makes it impossible to concentrate any longer on the paper. I close the book, shut the laptop, and prepare to return to my new apartment where I’m sure my new roommate is immersed in a video game tournament of epic proportions. It’s good, this newness, everything different and unrecognizable. It’s exactly what I wanted.
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        My Heart Insists the Flutters it Remembers

        Are Unreliable

      

      

      I didn’t need snow today, and it isn’t even the good kind. Instead, it’s the wet-and-slushy-sinking-razor-cold-teeth-into-everything kind. Fitting really. I was prepared for the rain.

      I’m still getting into the swing of things after winter break. The swing of a new term, new classes. The swing of being single again, not that it’s much different than when Sebastian and I were together. We’d been going through the motions as a couple far longer than in the rhythm of two people truly in love. I wish I hadn’t let it go on as long as I did.

      I pull my car into the parking lot and set the brake. A quick look at the clock. I’m running late, having wasted time on that call. With a sigh, I grab my bag and the stack of books I told Jewel I’d return for her and hustle from my car, careful with my steps in case the slush has frozen. Being late is the worst, especially if my supervisor Matilda the Hun is in the vicinity, offering her evil eye and sharp tongue.

       I rush through the first set of doors at Hammill, my eyes unfocused, replaying where I went wrong in the conversation with Sebastian, and bump into someone hurrying out. The books in my arms flop out, falling to the ground in a syncopated succession of thuds. “Oh. I’m so sorry,” I say and bend down to pick up the books, which I don’t want to get wet.

      Shoot. Shoot. I’m so late. Matilda is going to string me up by my nails.

      “So sorry,” a deep voice says at the same time. “My fault. I wasn’t–” A familiar voice, stalled now on his last word. 

      I look up into a face I recognize. Warm amber eyes. A dimpled smile. My heart remembers jumping around in my chest with that familiar rhythm before my eyes and mind put that recognition together.

      “Hannah?”

      “Seth?” A smile spreads across my face and every nagging thought evaporates. “What are you doing here?” My smile won’t stop and communicates with the rest of my body that it needs to get involved in the joy. My heart hammers against my ribs. My face heats. 

      The last time I saw him–

      My heart trips over the memory and won’t let me visit it out of self-preservation.

      He looks like high school Seth, but different. Older. His nose is still slightly crooked. His mouth, with perfectly proportional lips, still cuts adorable dimples into his cheeks when he smiles, which he does, causing his amber eyes to sparkle. His brown hair is darker now, effortlessly styled so that wavy locks stray across his forehead. He’s still taller than me. His face is wider, and it makes me wonder about the rest of him hiding underneath the jacket.

      My heart adds a hot hum of awareness in my chest. 

      He’s a friend—I tell myself—one I haven’t seen in a long time.

      He bends down to help me with the books. “Wow. I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going. And it’s you!” We’re crouched down together in the entryway of Hammill between the sets of doors.

      Someone opens the outer door, and a burst of cold finds its way under the hem of my coat and drifts up my back. I shiver. 

      “What are you doing here?” I don’t know why I glance around, but I do, as if he’s materialized from thin air and will disappear again when the spell wears off. “How are you? It’s been, what?” 

      He grabs the last book.

      We stand.

      He holds the book out to me, and his eyes grasp ahold of mine. “Since that summer after senior year.”

      July. The beach. I remember.

      He remembers? 

      I tilt my head, surprised.

      I know the last time I saw him. The memory played on repeat in my mind, my dreams, my inner-overthinking-monologue far too long after it happened. I try to play it cool. “Yeah! I think it was on the 4th of July get-together at the beach. After graduation.” I can’t stop smiling, and my cheeks are starting to ache. I wonder what he remembers about that night. We texted some after. Then he moved away, and the chats became fewer and farther between until they stopped altogether.

      Someone opens the door from the library on their way out. 

      I step to the side and grasp the sleeve of Seth’s coat to draw him to the side with me. The girl walking past glances at Seth and does a double take. Not surprising. He’s always captured the girls’ attention. I refocus on his smile. No dimples. 

      I take the book and add it to the pile in my arms. “What are you doing here? I thought you were at Oregon State. Your parents moved away from Cantos, didn’t they?”

      He nods. “Yeah. They’re over in Benson now. I was at State. I transferred to Western for my major. I thought you were at the U.”

      My breath catches a moment at the mention. I had been there. Five months before dropping out and moving home. “Was,” I finally say when I can work the word through my throat. “What about soccer?”

      His warm smile fades, and he looks down at the ground. “I gave it up.”

      I reach out and lay my hand on his forearm, the fabric of his jacket making a slick noise when I do. “That’s got to be difficult. You loved it.”

      He shakes his head, glancing at my hand, then looks up with a smile. No dimples. “I’m not sorry at all. I thought it would be harder to let it go, but it was a good thing. For me. Besides, now I can play intramurals without all the pressure.” His smile deepens and cuts those cute dimples in his cheeks. 

      There they are.

      My heart quickens just like it always did, making me slide back toward a crush I once had. I remind myself he stopped calling and order the rhythm of that rebellious organ to sputter to a stop. It doesn’t listen.

       “I’m so glad I bumped into you. What are you doing right now?”

       I remove my hand from his arm and wrap it around the books I’m holding. “Work.”

      “Want to grab dinner at that pizza joint off Main—Lindies—after you’re done? We can catch up.” He’s looking down at something rather than at me, adjusting his backpack before allowing that gaze to settle on my face again. He grins. “I don’t want to walk out the door and have you disappear again.”

      My smile hasn’t wavered, but the blush intensifies, heating my cheeks and rushing through me like molten gold. “Sure.” I look at the top book on the stack, unable to think clearly when I look at his smiling face coupled with the admission he wants to see me. “I can meet you there around 6:30.”

      “Perfect.” He takes the books in my arms. “I’ll follow you, because I need your number, you know, just in case.” He’s smiling. Dimples.

      I lead him into the library and glance around for Matilda. No sign.

      “So, you transferred for your major?” I glance over my shoulder at him. His tone of voice is more settled and even than the Seth I knew from high school. He’d been playful Seth, who never took much seriously, then. Though, I consider senior year, after his car accident, after he’d nearly lost his life. That Seth had been different. 

      The thought makes me pause. I’m so different from that girl even if I still look like her. Only then I felt… happier, safer, idealistic. Now, I feel cracked and leaking what used to make me, me.

      “Yes.” He clears his throat. “Education.”

      “Really? Me too.” 

      “Secondary?”

      “Elementary.”

      “Perfect,” he says. “That’s very you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, turning to look at him.

      He continues walking with me, flicks a glance in my direction, and grins. “Whenever I think about Hannah, I think about how kind you were to everyone—even me. You always have been.”

      His observation makes me heat—which is silly—and I hate it because it’s so noticeable against my normally bright, fair skin. Everything heats up making me piggy-pink then splotchy red. It isn’t attractive.

      “Are you blushing?”

      “Stop,” I say with a smile I can’t seem to temper. Then I grow warmer and shake my head. “Wait here.” I duck into the back to drop my stuff in the break room cubby, thankful I haven’t come across Matilda yet and grateful for a moment to compose myself. I chastise myself for needing it at all, closing my eyes and take a deep breath.

      I’m not seventeen anymore, and Seth stopped calling.

      I press my fingers to my cheeks, wishing the heat of the blush away as I stand in front of the blue lockers. I groan. Logically, I understand that nearly three years have passed. We’re both older and more mature, but there’s a lot of the past wrapped up in the context of who I was and who he was. Then there was what happened on the 4th of July on that beach, so emotionally I’m unsteady. 

      “Who is that?”

      My eyes fly open, and I grasp my chest with a start. Mason is standing an arm’s length away, watching me with his green-eyed gaze, which is far too perceptive. 

      “An old friend from high school.”

      Mason makes a humming noise. “I need more of this story. He’s–” He stops and raises his eyebrows.

      I know. He doesn’t need to say it. Seth is gorgeous. “You’re assuming there is a story.”

      “There’s always a story.” Mason grins. “And I will get it.” He scrunches his nose playfully. 

      I take a deep breath, backing away and smoothing my clothes, then return to the counter where Seth’s waiting. I tap the counter. “Put them here.”

      He slides the books across it toward me. “Your phone?” He holds out his hand.

      I pull it from my back pocket, unlock it for him, and place it in his open palm. I notice the width of his hands, the tan color even in winter, the strength, the veins that carve under the skin on the back of them, and the taper of his long fingers wrapped around the phone’s pink case. His thumbs moving across the screen.

      “This is so we don’t ever lose touch again, Hannah Fleming. Got it?” His phone beeps. “I sent myself a text.” He smiles again. “Pizza. 6:30.”

      I’m able to smile at him without added blushing. “I’ll see you then.”

      He nods, hesitates for a brief moment, his amber eyes cataloging my face, taps the counter with the meaty part of one of his fists, then finally turns and walks away. I watch him go, and when he gets to the front door, he turns, and gives me a dimpled grin and a wave before disappearing out the door.

      I excuse my racing heart away and press the smile from my cheeks with cold fingertips. I’m in a freefall of surprise. I know better than to allow my adolescent-girl infatuation for a boy that never saw me as anything more than a friend to affect me now. Though that rationalization doesn’t explain away that summer-night kiss. But I conveniently ignore it. He stopped calling.

      So did you, my brain argues.

      “There’s something sort of… rugged about him.”

      I jump at the sound of Mason’s voice.

      “Can you stop sneaking up on me like that?”

      “So jumpy.” He grins and looks at the door where Seth disappeared. “I wonder why.”

      I don’t respond and take a deep breath. Then I remember I forgot to punch my timecard. “Shoot. My timecard.”

      I hurry to the back, resolved to remember that high-school Hannah was smart enough not to have flutters for Seth, so grown-up Hannah shouldn’t either. Okay. That’s a lie I’m telling myself. Everyone had flutters for Seth, but the principle still applies. No flutters. Just friends.
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        My Heart Insists It Could Be a Date

      

      

      

      And there it is. My past. I’ve avoided things that take me back to Cantos, even if it’s just my memories. This is because that time in my life casts a pall about my perceptions of things. I was someone different, or I hope that is a truth I tell myself rather than a lie. I have spent most of my life lying, so sometimes, I take a moment to make sure I’m telling myself the truth. Some coping mechanisms linger longer than others. Cantos represents a past I’d rather forget even though that is an impossibility. But since I can’t run from the memories, I avoid most things that have to do with that time. That place

      And I just ran into Cantos.

      Hannah.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I knew it could be a possibility I might run into someone, but I hadn’t considered it might be Hannah. 

      I hurry through the cold, wet snow and into my car that feels like a cave. After starting it, I wait for the windows to defrost and cup my hands around my mouth, blasting them with warm air. The car faces the brick of Hammill, and I’m dazed, thinking about Hannah. Hannah Fleming. Even though she’s exactly what I would have run from to escape memories, seeing her was like a shot of warmth and comfort, not very Cantos at all. 

      She looked different. Still Hannah. Blond hair, wavy and long. Rosy cheeks. Bright blue eyes. Easy smile. Even more beautiful, if that’s possible. A woman now. Seeing her made me feel… joy, but also the poignant sadness of missed opportunities.

      I shrug out of my coat.

      Dr. Bethany would tell me to sit in the moment, reflect on the feelings to better understand them. “You don’t need to run from your emotions, Seth,” she repeats each time I avoid them.

      I felt happy to see Hannah. 

      I’d wanted to hold onto that happiness, obviously. I’d asked her to meet for dinner. The nostalgia that wrapped me up didn’t feel like I was reopening old wounds, but something different. Sitting in this awareness doesn’t reveal what that something is. Instead, I’m surprised I ran toward it. Except there’s a giant unresolved memory sitting between her and me. One that fills me with so many emotions.

      My heart pounds with both trepidation and possibility. 

      I lean my head back against the headrest while the car warms up, thinking about that night on the beach. We’d kissed, and it definitely would have led to more. Almost three years removed, and I still feel that heat sitting in the center of my chest.

      I press my fingers to my chest now.

      I couldn’t get over the horrible timing of it, less than a week before I’d left Cantos for good. I’d eventually told her I was moving away. We’d tried to stay in touch, but life moves forward, and standing in one spot is impossible. I’d stopped calling. Such an idiot. 

      Back then, Hannah had seemed like the summit of a mountain I had no tools to climb. 

      The windshield is clear of frost, and probably has been for a while, so I drive from the lot to my apartment building, recognizing the unsettled flutters inside me are like the anxiety I felt around her when I’d been eighteen and unable to find the courage to ask her out. And now I’ve asked her to dinner. 

      I lock the car and walk the covered walkway to my apartment I share with Trace, or TJ as everyone calls him. Trace Jacoby’s last roommate left mid-term, and I’d found his ad online when I decided to transfer.

      “Yo!” Trace says from one of the mismatched chairs in the living room when I walk through the front door. He doesn’t look at me, his dark eyes focused on the large TV screen where a football player runs down a graphic sideline toward the goal. He leans forward, mouth open. “Imma kick your sorry ass,” he says to the screen, but his avatar gets tackled and the reverberation of the suped-up, video gaming setup with surround sound fills the apartment. 

      “Hey,” I reply, closing the door. 

      Trace glances at me, offers a quick head nod, turns back to the TV, and selects his next play.

      I lucked out on finding him as a roommate, though it’s still the honeymoon phase. He’s respectful of my space and invites me to be a part of his world. He’s tidy—which is great—and he enjoys cooking. He’s gone a lot for football—he’s a receiver. Workouts. Mandatory study halls. Team meetings. Even though it’s the off season, he’s always training. He’s gone home once since I moved in, and though he says there isn’t a significant other, he’s spent a few nights out and wandered in the next morning with a smile that says he got action.

      There are two other guys spread out in the living room, one I’ve met, the other I haven’t. 

      “Hey Marco,” I say and slap Trace’s teammate’s offered hand.

      “Seth. Dude. Sit. Watch me take out TJ with this next play.” Marco’s shoulder dips as if he’s really in the play. 

      I walk around the end of the couch.

      “This is my boy, DeShawn,” Trace introduces the other guy. “He’s on the team with us.”

      DeShawn holds out a hand. “Sup.” 

      We offer one another a bro shake with minimal eye contact, and I sit next to him on the couch. “They keeping it civil?” I ask.

      “There is no civility where this game is concerned,” Marco says.

      Trace laughs. “That’s ‘cause you’re always losing.”

      Marco swears at Trace, who laughs
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