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Dedication
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For those who have learned to question everything—including themselves.

May you trust your instincts,

have the courage to follow where they lead,

and the wisdom to understand them along the way
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Chapter One
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Debbie had slept for perhaps two hours in the airport.

She was not entirely sure.

The coffee in front of her had gone lukewarm before she remembered to drink it, and the croissant beside it had collapsed into flakes under her fingertips. Across the street, the Institute of Arts stood pale and severe in the early California light, its glass doors catching the morning sun with the kind of brightness that made everything look more certain than it was.

She checked the time again.

Too early.

Still too early.

Her dress was folded inside her carry-on with more care than she wanted to admit. She had packed it three days before, then unpacked it, then packed it again, as if the choice of fabric could answer the question she had refused to ask directly.

Why am I here?

The obvious answer was simple.

Mike had invited her.

Not casually. Not as an afterthought.

Hey. I’m having an art show in California next week. I’d love it if you could come.

She had stared at the message for several minutes before answering.

Mike? It’s been a while... Are you sure?

His reply had come after a pause long enough to make her imagine him typing and deleting, typing and deleting.

Yeah. I really want you there. It won’t be the same without you.

Then, a moment later:

I want you to see it. You’re part of this.

Part of this.

He was right, and that was dangerous.

She had been there at the beginning of it. Before the gallery, before the Institute, before professors and critics and clean white walls. Before he had learned how to defend the strange tenderness of his eye. Before he had learned to say aesthetic desire without blushing.

She had been there when the camera was still an excuse for him to look at what frightened him.

Her feet. Her skin. The honest little shiver of her body in the cold.

Goosebumps.

She looked across the street again.

The exhibition title was printed on a banner beside the entrance.

GOOSEBUMPS — PHOTOGRAPHS BY MIKE JENSEN

Debbie smiled despite herself.

Of course that was what he had called it.

The title should have embarrassed her. It should have made her think of old rooms, old kisses, old versions of herself who had believed that desire and destiny were easier to tell apart.

Instead, it made her feel unexpectedly proud.

And sad.

And older.

She finished the coffee, threw the croissant wrapper into the trash, and carried her bag into the Institute.

The restroom mirror was too bright and too honest. Debbie set her travel bag on the counter and unzipped it carefully. The dress came out with a soft whisper of fabric, black and simple, easy to wear without looking careless. She changed quickly, then leaned close to the mirror to apply her makeup.

There were shadows under her eyes from the red-eye flight. She softened them as best she could. A little color on her lips. A little definition around her eyes. Her hair, loosened from its travel twist, fell over her shoulders in tired waves.

“Ready enough,” she murmured.

The words sounded familiar. Maybe because she had said them to herself before every important threshold in her life without realizing it—first dates, first flights, first confessions, first lies she had stopped telling.

She packed her travel clothes, smoothed the front of the dress, and stepped out.

The gallery was already alive.

Not crowded exactly, but full enough that the air had texture: low voices, footsteps, the faint clink of glass, the careful hush people used around art when they were not yet sure how much they were supposed to understand. Photographs lined the walls in wide, clean spacing. Black-and-white. Some large, some intimate. Skin. Cold air. Bare shoulders. Hands pressed against fogged windows. The raised texture of goosebumps caught in such sharp detail that it looked almost like landscape.

Debbie stopped in front of the nearest image.

A woman’s forearm, nothing more. The sleeve pushed above the elbow. Tiny bumps rising over the skin. At first glance it was simply beautiful, almost abstract. Then the longer Debbie looked, the more vulnerable it became. The body giving itself away. The body telling the truth before the mind could arrange an explanation.

She swallowed.

Instinct before reason.

The phrase came uninvited, and she did not know why it unsettled her.

“Debbie.”

She turned.

Mike stood several feet away, frozen for half a second as if he had not quite believed she would actually come.

He looked almost the same.

That was the first lie her heart told her.

Then she saw the differences—the leaner face, the calmer posture, the confidence in his jacket and the restless nervousness still hiding beneath it. He had grown into himself. Debbie felt the distance of the years between them.

“Hi, Mike.”

He crossed the space and opened his arms. She stepped into them.

The hug was warm. Familiar. Briefly dangerous... It remembered everything.

He kissed her cheek and pulled back, smiling with that old, uneven softness that had once undone her far too easily.

“You made it.”

“I did.”

“Red-eye?”

“Barely survived.”

He laughed, and for one second they were younger. Then the moment passed.

“I’m really glad you’re here,” he said.

“I wanted to see it.”

His eyes searched hers. “Just the exhibit?”

Debbie gave him a small, warning smile. “Don’t make me regret coming before I’ve had the chance to admire your work.”

He laughed again, but this time it carried a little embarrassment. “Fair.”

“Mike.”

The voice came from behind him.

Ava stood with one hand wrapped around a slim glass, her dark hair glossy over one shoulder, her dress elegant in a way that looked expensive even if Debbie suspected it had been chosen for exactly the opposite reason. She was beautiful, yes, but not in the fragile way Debbie had imagined. There was something practical in her beauty. Controlled. Alert.

Mike turned quickly. “Ava. This is Debbie.”

Ava looked at Debbie with unmistakable recognition.

“So you’re Debbie.”

Debbie extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Mike has told me about you.”

Ava shook it. Her grip was firmer than Debbie expected. “He’s told me about you too.”

“I hope selectively.”

That earned a small smile. Real, though brief.

“Not selectively enough,” Ava said.

Mike made a wounded sound. “I’m standing right here.”

“Yes,” Ava said, slipping her arm through his. “That’s usually the problem.”

Debbie laughed before she could stop herself.

And that, oddly, made Ava relax.

Only a little.

But enough.

For a few minutes they spoke like civilized people who all knew there were ghosts in the room and had agreed not to point at them. Ava asked about university. Debbie asked about the exhibition. Mike looked relieved whenever either woman smiled.

“You modeled for several of these?” Debbie asked.

“More than several.” Ava glanced toward one of the larger photographs. “That one was taken in a warehouse with no heating. I complained for twenty minutes, then he got exactly the shot he wanted in the one second I stopped complaining.”

Mike lifted a finger. “That is not artistically accurate.”

“It is historically accurate.”

Debbie moved closer to the photograph.

Ava stood in profile, wrapped in a coat that had slipped from one shoulder. Her expression was not seductive. That surprised Debbie. She had expected glamour, maybe provocation, maybe the easy confidence Ava had carried in the first minutes of their introduction. Instead, the photograph had caught something more private: a woman bracing herself against cold, impatient with discomfort, and beautiful because she had stopped performing beauty.

Debbie turned to her. “This is very good.”

Ava’s face changed. The compliment seemed to land somewhere she had not prepared to defend.

“Thanks,” she said. Then, after a pause, “He’s better when he forgets he’s trying to impress people.”

“Most artists are,” Debbie said.

Mike looked between them. “Should I leave?”

“Yes,” Ava said.

“At once,” Debbie added.

For a moment, all three of them laughed.

And then Mike’s parents arrived, and the past widened.

Mrs. Jensen saw Debbie first.

“Debbie!”

The warmth in her voice was immediate and painful. Debbie accepted the hug, inhaling the faint floral scent she had associated, years ago, with Mike’s house and late dinners and the strange safety of being loved by someone else’s family.

“It’s so good to see you,” Mrs. Jensen said, holding her by the shoulders. “Look at you. Still planning to go to Paris?”

“Yes. Actually, I’m leaving next month,” Debbie said.

Mr. Jensen shook her hand with restrained affection. “Impressive. Anthropology?”

“Still anthropology.”

“Good. The world needs people who ask better questions.”

Debbie smiled. “I’ll try to become one of them.”

Mike’s younger brothers offered shy greetings that had become less shy with age, though not by much. Chuck made a joke about Mike becoming unbearable now that he had his own exhibition. Ian corrected him by saying Mike had already been unbearable for years.

The Jensens laughed.

Ava did not.

Debbie noticed it because she was trying not to.

It was not jealousy exactly. Or not only jealousy. Ava stood beside Mike, her hand still lightly around his arm, while his family greeted Debbie with the ease of an old chapter no one had fully closed. Her smile stayed polite. Her eyes stayed careful.

Debbie understood then.

Ava was not afraid that Debbie was prettier.

She was afraid Debbie was history.

History was harder to compete with.

The lights dimmed slightly, and someone tapped the microphone near the front.

Mike exhaled. “That’s me.”

Ava squeezed his arm. “You’ll be great.”

Debbie stepped back.

Mike walked to the center of the room.

He held the microphone like someone who had once loved stages and then learned that stillness could also be performance.

“Thank you all for being here,” he began. “It means more to me than I can say to share this work at the Institute of Arts.”

His voice was steady.

Debbie folded her arms loosely, listening.

“I want to begin by thanking Mr. Chiaro, who taught me that art isn’t just technique or theory. It’s a way of noticing what moves us before we know how to name it.”

A murmur passed through the room. Mr. Chiaro, standing near the back in a linen jacket and a scarf that looked both deliberate and accidental, raised his glass as if accepting responsibility for every impractical thought in the building.

“He introduced me to the idea of aesthetic desire,” Mike continued. “Not desire as possession. Not desire as consumption. But desire as recognition. A response that tells us something has touched a hidden part of us.”

Debbie looked again at the photograph of Ava’s exposed shoulder, the small involuntary rising of skin. The body telling the truth first.

“Mrs. Galavis gave me the chance to change direction when I needed to,” Mike said. “She also forced me to defend what I was doing until I understood it better myself.”

A few people laughed softly.

“And my family...” Mike looked toward his parents. His voice shifted. “Thank you for letting me become someone none of us expected.”

Mrs. Jensen pressed her lips together. Mr. Jensen looked down briefly, then back up.

Mike paused.

Debbie knew before his eyes found her.

She knew, and still she was not ready.

“Debbie Collins was the first person who trusted this work before it was work,” he said.

The room seemed to tilt very slightly.

“She let me photograph her when I barely understood why I needed to. She encouraged me when I thought the subject was too strange, too specific, too easy to misunderstand. A lot of what you see here began because she was brave enough to let me look honestly, and kind enough to ask me to look responsibly.”

Heat rose to Debbie’s face.

She held his gaze because lowering her eyes would have made the moment smaller than it deserved to be.

Then Mike looked toward Ava.

“And Ava,” he said, “gave this project its present tense. Its discipline. Its patience. She stood in cold rooms, empty studios, bad lighting, worse scheduling, and trusted me not only as a photographer but as a collaborator. Her love and her work pushed me to finish.”

Ava’s expression flickered.

“There it was,” Debbie thought. Relief.

Mike continued, but Debbie heard the rest through that realization. He spoke about goosebumps as involuntary honesty, as the body’s visible answer to awe, fear, cold, beauty, vulnerability. He spoke well. Better than she expected. The words were polished without sounding rehearsed. They sounded earned.

When the applause came, Debbie clapped until her palms stung.

For an instant, she forgot the awkwardness. Forgot the old ache. Forgot Ava watching her.

Mike had found something.

That mattered.

He had taken the strange, tender, embarrassing parts of himself and made them into work that could stand on a wall and ask other people to feel before they judged.

That mattered too.

After the speech, professors and students gathered around him. His mother hugged him fiercely. His father clapped his shoulder. Mr. Chiaro declared loudly that the speech had only been “moderately sentimental,” which he appeared to mean as praise.

Debbie stayed back.

She wanted to look at the photographs.

Really look.

One image showed a man’s hand against a frosted window, fingers spread, the glass clouded around his palm. Another showed a dancer’s neck in the instant after rehearsal, sweat and cold air turning skin into a field of tiny raised points. Another was Ava again, barefoot on concrete, one knee drawn up, laughing at something outside the frame.

Then Debbie found herself. Her feet. She knew them immediately.

The photograph was older, softer than the others, technically less assured but more intimate. Debbie's bare feet rested on the edge of the fountain, her toes curled instinctively against the cold stone. A trail of goosebumps marked one ankle. The park behind her was washed in pale spring light, trees still waiting for their leaves. It had been one of their stupid dares. She had complained the entire walk there. She had done it anyway.

She had forgotten that session. No. She had buried it. There was a difference.

“Early work,” a voice said beside her.

Debbie turned.

Mr. Chiaro stood with his hands behind his back, studying the photograph as though it might insult him if he looked away first.

“Professor,” Debbie said.

“Not professor. Never professor. I have successfully avoided that prison.”

“Mr. Chiaro, then.”

“Also regrettable, but accepted.” He glanced at her. “You are Debbie Collins.”

“I am.”

“Yes. I recognize the feet.”

Debbie stared at him for one breath, then laughed. “That is the strangest introduction I’ve ever received.”

“I have given stranger.” He returned his attention to the photograph. “This one is weaker than the others.”

Debbie blinked. “Oh.”

“Technically,” he said. “Emotionally, it is essential.”

She looked at the image again.

“Why?”

“Because he was not yet making art,” Chiaro said. “He was discovering that his attention had consequences.”

Debbie did not answer.

Chiaro tilted his head. “You are going to Paris.”

“Yes.”

“To study people who believe things.”

“To assist research on contemporary ritual and social meaning,” Debbie corrected automatically.

He waved this away. “Yes, yes. Academic camouflage.”

“It isn’t camouflage.”

“Of course it is. Good camouflage is never entirely false.”

Debbie looked at him, unsure whether to be amused or offended.

He smiled.

“You have the look,” he said.

“What look?”

“The look of someone trying very hard to ask acceptable questions.”

Debbie’s stomach tightened.

“I ask rigorous questions.”

“One hopes so. Rigor is not the enemy.” Chiaro tapped a finger lightly against his glass. “But do not confuse rigor with fear wearing glasses.”

Debbie said nothing.

Across the room, Mike laughed at something one of his brothers said. Ava stood beside him, smiling, but her eyes kept measuring the space between people.

Chiaro followed Debbie’s gaze and made a small sound.

“History,” he said, “is a very inconvenient collaborator.”

“That sounds like something you would put on a syllabus if you admitted you were a professor.”

“Never.”

Debbie smiled faintly.

Then he turned back to her, and the humor thinned.

“Miss Collins, people do not understand first and live second. That is a fantasy invented by cowards and committees. We live. Then, if we are lucky, if we are honest, if we are not too vain, we spend years trying to understand what already changed us.”

The words settled strangely in her chest.

She wanted to dismiss them.

She could not.

Before she could answer, Ava’s voice cut lightly across the room.

“Mike!”

The brightness of it was too bright.

Debbie and Chiaro turned.

Ava had crossed to Mike, her heels sharp against the gallery floor. She slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him long enough that the surrounding conversation faltered.

Mike’s hands hovered, then settled at her waist. Only for a second. Then he pulled back—gently, carefully... fatally.

Ava felt it. Debbie saw the exact instant.

Her smile stayed in place, but something behind it closed.

“Sorry,” Ava said, loud enough to sound playful. “I forgot we were being sophisticated.”

Mike’s face tightened. “Ava—”

“It’s fine.” She adjusted the strap of her bag. “Congratulations.”

Then she walked toward the exit.

The glass doors opened and closed behind her.

Only for a second, no one seemed to know what to do with the silence she left.

Chiaro sighed. “Young love. Always determined to become theater.”

Debbie glanced at him.

“That was cruel,” she said carefully.

“Yes,” he said. “Also true.”

Mike excused himself from the circle around him and went after Ava.

Debbie looked back at the photograph of her feet.

Attention had consequences.

She understood that better now than she had at eighteen.

They regrouped outside several minutes later. Ava stood near the low stone wall beside the steps, one arm crossed over her body, phone pressed to her ear.

“Yes,” she was saying. “I know.”

Her voice was quieter than it had been inside. Younger, almost.

“No, Ron, it’s not that simple.”

Mike stopped when he heard the name.

Debbie looked away at once, but the damage was already done. Everyone had heard enough to pretend they had not.

Ava noticed them, and her expression changed by fractions.

“I have to go,” she said into the phone. “They’re leaving.”

A pause.

“Yes. Later.”

She ended the call and slipped the phone into her bag.

Mike approached her. “We’re going to the hotel lounge. You should come.”

Ava looked at him for a moment.

Then at Debbie.

Then at Mike again.

“Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

The walk to the hotel was short. Mr. Chiaro filled the first half of it with a story about a collector in Milan who had accused an installation of personally mocking him. Mike’s father laughed politely. Mrs. Jensen asked questions. Debbie answered when spoken to, but her attention kept drifting backward.

Mike and Ava walked behind the group.

At the lounge, Mike’s brothers immediately abandoned the adults for the pool. Mr. Jensen ordered coffee. Chiaro ordered wine and described it as “medicinal, but for the soul.” Mrs. Jensen looked too happy to object.

For a while, conversation did what conversation does when everyone is trying to be civilized. It spread itself politely over safer subjects.

Paris.

The exhibition.

Mike’s next steps.

Debbie told them about the internship, about the research group, about the possibility—not certainty—of applying for a master’s program afterward.

“Anthropology in Paris,” Chiaro said, raising his glass. “A dangerous combination. Too many dead people, too many living theories.”

“I’ll try to survive both,” Debbie said.

Mike smiled. “You will.”

The certainty in his voice warmed her.

And irritated her.

Both reactions arrived together.

“What about you?” Mrs. Jensen asked him.

Mike rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m thinking about a master’s degree too. Maybe visual arts. Maybe media studies. For now I’m working—photography, editing, events. Weddings, engagements, some commercial stuff.”

“He’s good,” Ava said.

Everyone looked at her.

She shrugged, as if annoyed at being caught defending him. “He is.”

Mike’s expression softened.

Debbie saw it and looked down at her coffee.

Chiaro turned toward Ava. “And you?”

Ava seemed surprised by the question. “Me?”

“You are present. Therefore eligible for interrogation.”

She gave him a cautious smile. “I was at Madisonville for a while. Tuition went up. I quit.”

Mrs. Jensen’s face softened. “I’m sorry.”

Ava’s shoulders lifted. “It happens.”

“What are you doing now?” Debbie asked.

Ava looked at her for a second, perhaps deciding whether the question was kind or dangerous.

“I freelance,” she said. “Content creation. Lifestyle, fashion. Some modeling. Some platform management.”

Debbie understood the careful omissions. The way everyone at the table half understood them too.

“That sounds like a lot of work,” Debbie said.

“It is.”

“Do you like it?”

Ava looked down at her glass. “Sometimes. I like that it’s mine.”

That was the first thing she had said all afternoon that sounded completely unguarded.

Debbie nodded. “That counts.”

Ava met her eyes.

For one brief, impossible moment, Debbie thought they might have understood each other in a life where Mike was not sitting between them like a beautifully lit mistake.

Then Mike shifted, and the moment vanished.

A couple of hours passed. Coffee replaced wine. The brothers returned damp-haired and hungry. Chiaro told another story. Mrs. Jensen asked Debbie about French grammar with the concern of someone who considered verb conjugations a form of natural disaster.

Eventually, Debbie glanced at the clock above the bar.

“Oh.”

Mike noticed immediately. “You have to go?”

“Soon.” She reached for her bag. “My flight’s late, but I need to get back to the airport.”

“I’ll walk you out,” he said.

Ava’s face did not change.

That was how Debbie knew she cared.

“You don’t have to,” Debbie said.

“I’d like to.”

There it was again.

Asking nothing.

Somehow asking everything.

Debbie stood and hugged Mrs. Jensen, then shook Mr. Jensen’s hand. The brothers waved. Chiaro lifted his glass.
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