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“This is the year, Emily. My year. The year that I change and become who I’ve always wanted to be.”

I say all this to my reflection like just speaking the words makes them true. But if I don’t change now, then when? I’m starting college tomorrow where, granted a few kids who attended the same high school might recognize me, I can walk into the building and be anyone I want to be. Although I haven’t completely figured out who I want to be quite yet, I definitely know I don’t want to be who I’ve been for the past eighteen years anymore.

I no longer want to be the shy girl who barely speaks unless it’s at home with my mom. Nor do I want to be the invisible girl anymore, overlooked and forgotten. I want to be noticed. I want to be remembered. I want to be...different.

I take a deep breath as I turn away from the mirror and look at my outfit for tomorrow, already ironed and laying over the back of my desk chair. Not something I would usually, okay ever, wear and that’s the point. New. Fresh.

I’ll leave all my negative feelings about myself in this room tonight. I’ll stop looking for my flaws in the mirror and instead pay attention to the good. I’ll talk to people outside of my own house. I’ll walk with confidence that I may not have yet, but hey, I’ll just fake it till I make it.

Yup, tomorrow is a new day and a new me.
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Well everything I said last night was clearly a bunch of bullshit. I wake up to the chiming of my phone and groan as my eyes land on my outfit. It’s not that it’s not nice, but it’s so out of my comfort zone. First of all, it’s a skirt. I haven’t worn one of those since my eighth grade dinner dance. Then the off-the-shoulder black top. My eyes drift down to the shoes below it, rather the heels. The heels I’m worried as hell about walking in, but my mom reassured me the two inches are no reason to worry. And she should know since, unless she’s at work, she wears heels no matter what. No matter what.

Determined to change my mindset before it gets its claw too deep into me this morning, I hit the dismiss button on my phone to silence my alarm and get out of bed. I brush my teeth and shower, washing my hair in the hopes that the curls somehow stay intact at least half the day and then head back to my room. 

I pull up the skirt and zip the side before pulling the shirt over my head and turning around to look in the mirror. My eyes travel up and down my body, already picking myself apart, but I shake my head and turn away. Not today, Satan. Not today. I slip my feet into the black shoes and bend over to buckle the straps before grabbing my bag and phone.

A familiar sound makes me smile as I come down the stairs, heels hitting the ground. My mom’s singing has been a part of my mornings for as long as I can remember. Her voice abruptly stops, and her head peeks out of the kitchen a few moments later. Her eyes widen, and a smile spreads across her face.

“You look gorgeous, baby,” she says as I walk towards her.

“I’m pretty sure I’m gonna break my neck today.” I chuckle.

“Then you’ll be the prettiest girl with a broken neck.”

I roll my eyes as I laugh. That’s my mom, always there to let me know I am the greatest thing to ever happen to this planet, and to her. I wish I could somehow explain how I’ve ended up with so little confidence in myself when all this woman has ever done is try to instill it in me. But as she always likes to remind me, I won’t believe the good anyone else has to say about me, if I don’t believe it about myself.

“Do I smell pancakes?” I ask.

“You didn’t think I’d send my baby off to her first day of college on an empty stomach, did you?” She shakes her head. “Oh no, I fill your stomach, and those professors can fill your brain.”

I sit at the table, and she places a plate of chocolate chip pancakes and bacon in front of me, next to a cup of orange juice. She sits beside me with her pancakes and fruit salad.

“I can’t believe you’re going to college. I feel like it was just yesterday I was crying as you walked into your pre-k class.” She chuckles. “I stayed in the car the whole time you were in school, scared the teachers wouldn’t notice you sneaking out the door or something.”

“I was happy to go to school. Why would I have snuck out?”

She gives me an exasperated face. “Because you seemed to live for doing what would scare me the most as a child,” she answers bluntly.

“But look how well I turned out.” I grin.

“It was worth every gray hair you gave me.”

My eyes go to the top of her head. “Oh, like that one?” I point to the front of her hair.

Her hand flies to her hair as I burst out laughing.

“Oh you little.” She slaps my arm. “Never scare a woman like that.”

“You literally just turned thirty-eight,” I point out. “I think you have a ways to go before you have to worry about gray hairs.”

“You never know,” she grumbles.

“I gotta get going,” I say when I see the time on my phone. “I don’t wanna miss the bus.”

“I don’t know why you don’t want me to just drop you off.”

“Because I’m trying to grow up and having my mom drop me off at college doesn’t exactly scream that.”

“Fine, fine.” She smirks. “We’ll see how your feet are feeling after walking to the bus stop and then rethink this whole mom dropping you off thing, huh?”

“Hehe.” I stand up and bring my crossbody bag over my head before I walk the few steps to my mom and kiss her cheek. “I’ll see you later. Love you.”

“Love you too baby,” she says.

I leave the house, and the oppressive heat immediately hits me. Maybe that ride isn’t the worst idea. I can almost feel my curls seizing up as the humidity makes contact with them. Turning left, I head to the bus stop. A few other people are already waiting there, having taken all the seats on the shaded bench. I pull a book out of my bag and open it where the bookmark is to read while I wait. A few minutes later, the bus pulls up, and I say a silent prayer that the air works today.

I feel a burst of cold air rush over me as I take the steps onto the bus and breathe a sigh of relief. Putting two dollars into the meter, I wave at the bus driver and walk to the middle of the bus. I open the book back up and read about romance I’m not sure exists in real life as the bus goes through its stop. Fifteen minutes later, it pulls up to the campus, and I tuck my book back into my bag, taking a deep breath as I stand up.

I step back into the heat and look around at the campus. Just like that, I feel like a fish out of water. There are people everywhere, some standing in place talking to others, some walking, some running, maybe late for their first class. Did I really think I would be noticed here? I shake my head as I start walking towards the science building. I don’t think anyone is actually noticed when there’s this many people around.

Nope, wrong again. Someone like him gets noticed. I look at the boy standing in a circle of people. They all watch him like he’s giving some grand speech, but from what I hear, he’s just telling a joke about the party he went to last night. But even I find it hard to take my eyes away from him as I walk.

He looks nice, in a preppy sort of way. Button-up shirt, jeans, and white shoes that look like they’ve never actually been walked in. His hand sweeps through his slicked back hair, and my eyes go to his face. Surprise, surprise, he’s cute, again in a very polished way. Not a hair out of place, a smile that looks practiced, and a jaw that looks chiseled from stone. His eyes look past his audience and come my way, quickly sweeping over me, and that breaks the strange trance I’m in.

I walk past him and his group to the pathway that leads to the building I need to be in. My feet are already starting to ache, my toes pinching in the front and the back of the shoe rubbing against my skin with each step. How the hell can my mom wear these all the time?

When I get into the building, I follow the signs for hall 107 until I reach the door and push it open. The hall is already pretty full, most of the seats in the first few rows taken. Front and center are the girls who look exactly like the ones I avoided in high school, the ones whose eyes size up everyone who enters the room, either finding them worthy or lacking. They do that to me now, looking from my hair to my shoes. One raises her eyebrows and the others simply turn back to each other and continue their conversation. Okay then.

I slowly walk to the stairs, trying to dissuade myself from those seats in the back beckoning me. Telling myself I’m not supposed to do this here, not supposed to isolate myself. That I’m supposed to go sit with someone, introduce myself, and maybe make a friend, or at least exchange names with a few people. Instead my feet carry me all the way up the steps of their own accord. Before I even fully comprehend it, I’m at the empty row at the very top, sitting in one of the middle seats.

I bring my bag over my head and drop it in the seat to my right, reaching behind me to pull down the drop desk attached to the chair before getting my tablet out. Looking out at all the groups of people in the seats below, I start to berate myself. Surely they don’t all know each other, and yet they were able to sit next to strangers and initiate conversations. Why couldn’t I do it?

I’m jeered out of my thoughts when someone practically falls into the seat beside me. The entire row is empty, but this boy decides he should sit right next to me. I look from his black jeans up to his T-shirt, and my eyes stay there for a moment reading the quote on it. Do not set yourself on fire to keep others warm, it states. Oh, I like that.

An amused chuckle brings my eyes higher, to his face. And what a face it is. His smile is...beautiful. Maybe he wouldn’t appreciate me describing it with that word, but it’s the only one I can think of. It’s a little crooked, pulling to the side, but that just makes it all the better. His brown eyes look back at me, his smile reaching them. You could get lost in eyes like his, just staring into them and letting yourself forget all your problems. His dark brown hair somehow manages to look like he just rolled out of bed, yet had time for a quick comb through before getting to class, ruffled but neat.

“Uh, hi,” he finally says.

“Hi,” my voice comes out in the most embarrassing croak.

Come on, Emily. Get it together.

“I’m Julian.” He offers me his hand.

“Emily.”

“Nice to meet you, Emily.” He smiles. “I hope you weren’t saving this seat for someone.

I shake my head because quite frankly, I don’t trust my voice right now.

“Good.” His head turns as the professor begins speaking. When did he even get here? “Shh, we have to learn now.”

First day of class and I’m not even paying attention. I’m too busy watching everything Julian does from the corner of my eye. He gets his laptop out of his backpack and sets it on the desk. I tuck my lips in to hide my smile when I see his screensaver is a picture of him stuffing his face with the biggest burger I’ve ever seen. Unlocking my tablet, I try my best to listen and take notes. All that’s blown to hell when I hear Julian’s laptop give what can only be described as a foreboding sound from his desk. I look over and see his screen turn blue and a sad face appear on it.

A groan leaves Julian’s mouth as my eyes quickly read the words on the screen telling him there’s been a problem with his device, and it will now try to assess it and not to turn the laptop off. But apparently the laptop doesn’t take its own advice because a few seconds later, the screen goes black, the lights on the keyboard fade, and you can audibly hear the laptop power down.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Julian’s head falls back on the seat.

I look back and forth between him and the laptop, willing it to turn back on, but my mind tricks don’t work. It stays black the rest of the class. When the professor dismisses us and people begin walking out of class, Julian stays in his seat, staring at the blank screen.

“You can have my notes,” I offer him.

He looks at me, then his eyes go around the hall, as if just now noticing that class is even over.

“I appreciate it.” He gives me a small smile.

“You want me to email them to you?”

He nods. “That’ll work. And kills two birds with one stone.”

My eyebrows scrunch in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I get the notes and a way to contact you.”

A surprised chuckle bursts out of me, and my face heats up.

“Well I’ll make you work harder for my phone number. Don’t think it’ll all be that easy.”

“I would never.” He grins.

Did I just...flirt? I head to my next class with a grin. And maybe a little more bounce in my step. But then I reach another almost full hall and, well... the bounce fades away.

The rest of the day continues much the same as the first class, me sitting in the back like I said I wouldn’t. Me sitting alone when I swore this wouldn’t be me this school year. But there’s a certain solace in doing what you know, and I can’t find the strength to step away from that comfort. Add to that that my feet are killing me. They’ve progressed from aching to making me wonder just how sanitary it would be to walk around barefoot.

By the time I get home, I’m practically limping, and I have never been so grateful to toe off a pair of shoes as I am right this moment. I know it’s impossible, but I swear my feet sigh when I put them down on the soft carpet of the living room. Leaning forward, I pick up my bag and take out some of the papers I was handed from different classes throughout the day, syllabuses, and the books I’ll need for this semester. I send the email with my notes to Julian and am searching Amazon for the books I’ll need when I hear my mom come through the door.

She laughs the moment she sets her eyes on me. “Rough first day?”

“I’d get up to hug you, but if I walk one more time today, I think my feet might run away from my legs.”

“I did try and warn you. You might want to soak them if you don’t want them hurting even more tomorrow. Are we back to sneakers then?”

“All the way back.”

She nods, and I know that’s the end of it. One of the many things I’ve always admired about my mom. She accepts my decisions as just that, mine. Even when others tried to tell her how to raise me, that she didn’t know what she was doing, or that their way was better, she stuck to her way of parenting.

And there were plenty of people telling her what to do with me, and how to do it. Assuming she must need the advice. Sure she wasn’t prepared for the task of being a parent. Because my mom isn’t really my mom. She’s my aunt.

My birth mother was her sister who got pregnant with me when she was twenty-five. Whoever my dad was, she never shared, simply saying he didn’t matter. My mother went into labor with me, gave birth to a six-pound-three-ounce baby, and everything seemed perfect. That was until her blood pressure dropped, and she started bleeding out. Nothing the doctors did could stop it. A postpartum hemorrhage, my aunt told me when I was old enough to understand. That’s what took my mother from me. But it also gave me my aunt.

My grandparents told her she was too young, too inexperienced, and to let them take care of me, but she fought for me. Fought to leave that hospital with me in her arms and give me the love of both a mother and an aunt. Even though she was only twenty and had never even taken care of a baby before, she never hesitated to take me into her home, to center her life around me. She raised me, maybe not the way other people wanted or told her to, but the best way she knew how. She is the best mom, my best friend, more than I could ever ask for and tells me every day that I am the best thing that ever happened to her.

“So how was your first day, tore up feet aside?” she asks.

“It was pretty good. Didn’t do so well in the New Emily Project.”

“Well I love the Emily I know just fine, so.” She shrugs.

“I know, but I wanted college to be different. I wanted to be different.”

“But sometimes we are exactly who we’re meant to be. We just haven’t accepted it yet,” she says. “Now, what do you wanna do for dinner?”

“Lasagna,” I immediately say.

“You think you can stand long enough to help me make it?” she asks.

“Oh, I’ll stand for that.”
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Today I’m wearing what makes me comfortable, a pair of jeans and a tank top. I long to wear a hoodie, but it’s way too hot to even think of putting one on. I throw my hair in a curly bun before going downstairs. After quickly eating with my mom, I rush to the bus stop just as the bus is pulling up. Even in sneakers, my feet are paying for yesterday’s experiment in wearing heels.

When I get to my first class, Julian waves to me from the same row we were in yesterday. It’s empty again and for some reason I find myself smiling at the thought of us having the space to ourselves. He pulls his desk down as I approach, grinning at me all the while. When I get closer I can read the words on his shirt, another quote. Turn your wounds into wisdom.

“Hey Emily,” he says as I put my bag down and take the seat beside him. “I had plans to email you back all night, but alas,” he sighs dramatically, “I was at the laptop repair store for hours. They can’t figure out what happened to it, so I had to leave it there for them to work on.”

“That sucks. Were you able to get the notes from other people for your other classes?”

He nods. “I knew someone in each of the classes, so I just had to kiss a little ass to get them.”

I laugh as the professor walks in and calls the class to attention. As I get out my tablet, I look over to see Julian pull out a notebook. A notebook.

“I’ll email you the notes again,” I whisper. “Please put that away. My wrist hurts just looking at it.”

“Thanks, but this is for something totally different.”

Confused, I turn my head and listen to the professor. Throughout the class, I see Julian writing, filling up page after page, sometimes making little drawings in his notebook. When I try to discreetly lean a little closer and get a better look, Julian pulls his notebook away, mock offense on his face when my eyes go to his. I shake my head, smiling, and turn my attention back to the class. When we’re dismissed, Julian is quick to put his notebook back in his backpack and stand.

“Were you taking notes?” I ask.

“No, that’s what I have you for.”

I arch my brow, and his hand goes to rub the back of his neck.

“That came out horribly,” he says. “What I meant was I’m getting the notes from you, so I really didn’t pay much attention to the class.”

“So what were you writing?”

“I was journaling.”

“Like a diary?”

“Like a journal,” he states.

“You journal every day?”

He shrugs. “Just about.”

“And what were you writing about today?”

“The beautiful girl sitting next to me. That I’ve got to figure out a way to get her number without messing it up and saying something stupid. Which I...kind of just did.”

I’m speechless for a moment, but I clear my throat. “You could just ask for my number?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” He grins and walks off.

I stare after him with wide eyes as his boots land heavily on each step down the stairs to the exit. After my third class, I go to the student cafeteria for the first time and quickly head towards the dishes that look like a chef prepared them, passing the ones that look like they’ve been there since last school year. I grab a grilled chicken salad and get a drink before going to the register. As I’m finishing up my lunch, my phone chimes, and I look down to see I have an email from Julian. I smile as I open it.

From: Julian

I changed my mind. Don’t wanna take any chances. Please, please, can I have your number?

I chuckle to myself as my fingers come to the phone to type.

Who said I was going to give it to you in the first place? I said you should ask, but hey, apparently you were busy and had to go, so...

I cross the courtyard of campus and walk into the building I need to be in before I get a response.

I beg of you to forgive me for my foolishness and take pity on me...in the form of your phone number.

Maybe it’s because my head is in the clouds as I read his email that I miss the step in the hall and trip forward. And when I say trip, I mean I’m sprawled out on the steps, bag crushed beneath me, phone still clutched in my hand that’s on the step ahead of me. A laugh raises through the hall until I’m sure every single person in here has joined in.

I get up with as much grace as I can muster in this situation and straighten my bag on my side. As much as I tell myself not to look at anyone, of course I do and when I look to the side, who’s the first person I see but the boy from yesterday. The one who was in the middle of the circle of people. He has that same smile on his face, this time with a hint of pity and that just makes it all the worse. I put my head down and take the first empty seat I see and don’t look up again until the professor arrives.

I’d forgotten about Julian’s last email after my wipeout, but when an email preview comes across my tablet during class, I click on it.

No mercy in that beautiful heart of yours?

I roll my eyes, smile despite the embarrassment still filling me, and type my number. Not even a few seconds later, my phone vibrates in my pocket, and I take it out and unlock it.

Unknown: Victory is mine!

Me: I can guess who this is. Lol.

Unknown: The one and only.

And that’s exactly what I put his name in my phone as, The One And Only.

When I’m retelling the tale of my now most embarrassing moment to my mom over dinner, she damn near spits her food out on the table. I glare at her as she laughs.

“It’s really not that funny Mom,” I murmur.

“Oh baby. It’s just the picture you paint.” She continues laughing. “I always told you you’re more memorable than you think. There’s no way anyone in that class won’t remember you now.”

“Sometimes I wonder why I even tell you anything.” I chuckle.

“Well I can top you,” she says. “Today one of the patients had all the nurses do a flash mob with him so he could ask me out on a date.”

My mouth drops open. She’s a nurse at the local hospital. Has been for the last five years. This isn’t the first time a patient has asked her out, but it already sounds like it’s the most creative.

“Please tell me you said yes,” I plead.

She shakes her head. “You know I didn’t. I can’t date a patient.”

“He won’t always be a patient, whoever he is. What about after he’s discharged?”

“It’s not a good idea. I don’t have the time.”

I give her a disbelieving face. “The time Mom? Honestly? Do you forget that it’s me sitting on the couch with you every weekend, watching movies, dreaming some man would whisk you away like the ones in said movies?”

“Exactly. That doesn’t happen in real life, so why bother?”

“Because you need to get out. Have some fun.”

“I have fun with you.”

“That’s not the kind of fun I mean,” I say, wiggling my eyebrows.

“Okay, and this conversation is over,” she stands up. “Last time we talked about sex was when you told me you lost your virginity, and I’m still recovering.”

I scoff. “Wasn’t much to recover from.”

She throws her head back and laughs. “And that’s why I’m fine staying my butt right in this house every weekend. I can do just fine all by myself.”

“Eww, way too much information.” I cringe.

“Well you’re the one wanting to know so much.” She grins over her shoulder as she puts her plate in the sink.

“Okay, okay. One more question.”

She just arches a brow.

“What song was it?” I ask.

She rolls her eyes. “Just the Way You Are.”

“Oh come on, Mom!” I exclaim.

I’ve already been assigned a fifteen hundred word paper on the second day of school. Seriously? Sitting at my desk, I get started on researching for it when my phone chimes. I should not be grinning this hard at the hope that it’s Julian, but here I am.

The One And Only: So do you live on campus?

Me: No. I live with my mom about fifteen minutes from school. You?

The One And Only: On campus, but luckily for me, my roommate withdrew at the last minute, so for right now, I have this deluxe shoebox all to myself.

Me: Did you live around here?

The One And Only: Nope. On the other side of the country actually.

Me: Wow. Aren’t you going to miss your family?

The One And Only: No, I won’t. So, do you have any plans for next Friday?

I’m taken aback by his answer about his family, but I decide not to pry.

Me: Depends.

The One And Only: On?

Me: What you have in mind to do.

The One And Only: Ah, I see. Making sure my date offer is better than the other guy’s. Smart. I was thinking the arcade and maybe a movie, some dinner.

Me: Let me compare... Ok, I accept your bid above the nonexistent other guy’s.

The One And Only: Whew. Had me nervous there for a second.

Me: So what’s your major?

The One And Only: Genetics. You?

Me: Interesting. Biology, with a concentration in zoology.

The One And Only: Even more interesting. (Goes to google what jobs you can get with a zoology degree)

Me: Hahaha. I’ll make it even easier. I either want to go into forensic biology or be a veterinary technician. You?

The One And Only: Geneticist. Shocking, I know.

Me: If only you could see how wide my eyes are right now. I never would’ve guessed.

The One And Only: I like to keep a little mystery.

Me: I’m sure I’ll get you all figured out.

The One And Only: I look forward to it.

Me: Question #1 ... How do you already have friends in your other classes when you just moved here from another state?

The One And Only: I started school in the summer. Came out here a week after I graduated. So I mostly hang out with the few people I ran into on campus before the rest of you late starters came.

Me: Excuse us for wanting to enjoy our summers. The nerve.

I want to ask him why he decided to come to school so soon after graduating, but I have a feeling that answer goes along with the one about him not missing his family and decide against asking.

The One And Only: The audacity. Early bird gets the worm... Or in this case, gets the run of the campus before everyone else gets here. Me and my friends have learned all the secrets of this campus.

Me: Maybe you’ll show me some.

The One And Only: All you have to do is let me.

And can I let him? Do I want to let him? My mind whispers that I do.
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I’m walking with my head down, eating the last of the muffin I got from the breakfast food truck when I bump into something solid. I begin to fall backwards, my knees buckling with the impact, when a hand wraps around my upper arm and keeps me upright. When I look up, I mentally groan at seeing it’s preppy boy.

He chuckles as I step back, away from his hand. “Aren’t you a clumsy little thing?”

I scowl, his arrogant smirk annoying me more than it probably should. “Yes. That’s exactly what my mom put on my birth certificate, Clumsy Little Thing Nicks. How did you guess?”

He puts his hands up. “Sorry, sorry. So what is your name?”

“Emily. And I’m late, so...” I start to walk around him.

“Will.”

I hear behind me once I pass him. Looking over my shoulder, I find him watching me walk away, his smirk now a smile. I turn around, not wanting to bump into another person on my way to class.

When I get to the hall, Julian is there, eyes widening with joy as he begins smiling when he sees me. He’s given me that look for two days when he’s seen me and already it’s addictive. To know someone is that happy to see you, even if they don’t know much about you.

As I get closer, I read today’s quote. Rudeness is the weak person’s imitation of strength.

“I really need to know where you get these shirts,” I say as I walk into the row.

His eyebrows wiggle. “I’ll tell you...on our second date.”

I chuckle. “Planning ahead. I like it. Unless, of course, our first date goes horribly, and I’m never able to find out.”

“Not even a remote possibility,” he states with certainty. “And,” he puts a finger up and reaches into his backpack, “Viola!”

I smile. “They fixed your laptop.”

He nods. “Had to wipe it clean, but it works.”

“So, I guess you won’t have to talk to me just for my notes anymore, huh?”

“That was just my laptop’s way of helping me out, I think. Turns out, it was an excellent wingman.”

The professor begins speaking, and I get my tablet out. I receive a text a few minutes later.

The One and Only: Did I mention how nice you look today?

Me: No, you did not.

The One and Only: Well allow me to correct that. You look beautiful. What do you have planned for the weekend?

Me: Tonight, I’m going to the movies with my mom, as I do almost every weekend. We either go to the movies or watch a movie at home. There are very few movies I haven’t seen. Tomorrow, grocery shopping while my mom’s at work, and Sunday, working on the paper I have for another class. You?

The One and Only: Tonight, going to the library. Tomorrow, meeting up with a friend, and Sunday... laundry. Lots and lots of laundry. Gotta keep these shirts you like so much pristine. What movie are you guys going to see?

Me: Knowing my mom, something that will have me crying while we watch it. She’s a real sucker for romance.

The One and Only: And you aren’t?

Me: I don’t know. I read romances, all the time, but I don’t know if I believe that kind of love exists outside of books, or movies for that matter.

The One and Only: And what kind of love is that?

Me: The kind of love that consumes you, that makes you not want to live even a single day without the other person, that makes you see the world differently. When someone holds your heart so completely that it makes you willing to grovel to ask for forgiveness for hurting them. A love that can forgive the other person when they make mistakes because they know their love is worth fighting for.

The One and Only: Wow. Well honestly, I haven’t seen that kind of love in real life either, but now, more than ever, I want to.

Me: Let me know if you see it. We’ll study the subjects for clues on how to replicate it.

The One and Only: Will do.

I was right too. My mom picks a romance movie like I knew she would. And as my mom and I stand in line for the movie, popcorn and drinks in hand, I tell her about Julian. It comes easy. I’ve talked to her about everything from first grade crushes to when I lost my virginity, although there wasn’t actually much to tell there. Something that happened when I went away to science camp the summer before my senior year. But she always listens, no judgment, and usually gives good advice, even if it comes after she has a good laugh.

“He sounds like an interesting young man.” She smiles.

“He is. It’s weird for me though, having someone to joke around with, not knowing what’s friendly bantering and what’s crossing over into flirting.”

“What do you want it to be?”

I give an awkward shrug. “Both?”

“That’s okay too.”

“Still weird though.”

“Just because it’s different doesn’t mean it has to be weird. You’re the one who wanted to change, even though I don’t think you need to change a thing,” she says with a pointed look. “So having friends other than your mother, is change.”

“Hey, I like having my mom as my best friend.” I nudge her with my shoulder.

“Oh, I know. And I love it, but it’s good to have friends your own age too. Maybe Julian can be that, and if you get to know him better and decide you want him to be more than a friend, then that’s okay too.”

“We’re going out next weekend,” I tell her.

Her hand flies to her chest. “So you’re leaving me for dead, huh? And so it begins.”

“Oh hush. It’s one weekend.”

She grins. “Oh, I think it’ll be many more weekends than that.”

I look ahead of us to see how far we have until we reach the door and see a man staring at my mom. Staring is putting it gently. I wouldn’t be surprised if a little drool started dripping down his chin soon.

“Maybe you won’t be spending your weekends alone,” I say to my mom.

“Huh?” Her eyebrows scrunch up.

I jut my chin towards the man staring at her, and she turns her head to look. Their eyes meet, and he gives her a small wave. She returns the gesture and quickly looks away.

“You know I don’t date,” she murmurs.

My shoulders drop at her words. It’s moments like this that I wonder if I ruined her life in a way. I highly doubt she would still be single or even without kids of her own if she hadn’t had to take care of me. Throughout my life, she’s had one serious relationship. Shane, a guy, she dated for a year before even introducing us and another six months before he moved in with us. And that’s when the trouble began.

He made me uncomfortable. I could never quite put my finger on why, just that his presence made me fold in on myself whenever he was near, that he looked at me a little too long at times. My mom had always instilled in me to trust my instincts, that they were your mind trying to tell you something was wrong. She taught me I should always heed that warning, so I kept my distance from him. When my mom noticed and asked me what was wrong, I finally voiced my feelings to her, and she ended the relationship and kicked him out that same day.

Although I never saw her cry over losing him, or even seem to really miss him, guilt plagued me for months. That I’d made her give up her relationship, that if I hadn’t been in her life, there wouldn’t have been a reason to end the relationship. That I would be the reason she was forever lonely. That guilt returns now. The thought that she doesn’t date anyone because of me, and her life will pass her by because she’s too busy worrying about me.

My mom’s laughter during the romantic comedy movie is contagious, and my mood is lifted within the first half hour of it. We go to eat after, finishing off a pizza between the two of us before I drag her to the bookstore, intent on adding another book to the pile of ones I just know I’ll never get through in this lifetime.

The One And
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