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      They say that love is both the most beautiful, and terrible, emotion. This is because, at any point, it has the chance to simply, and inexplicably, end.

      That was the danger I faced when I met the man I would one day fall in love with.

      Don’t get me wrong. What I’m about to tell you will probably be the greatest love story you’ve ever heard. It is also, without a doubt, the most tragic.

      As I sit here, writing these words about a time I will never forget, I think back to the first time I met Brad, and wonder:

      What could I have done differently? And if I could go back and change anything, would I?

      A part of me believes that I would not change a thing.

      So, without further ado:

      This is the story of how I met Brad Michelson, and how the monsters within him changed my life.
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      I would be the first to admit that I was scared of heights. Flying, I’d say, was for the birds, and the other winged beings that coasted the skies with them. That was why, on the day my life was going to change forever, I sat with my hands clenched tightly along the airline seat’s armrest, and waited in horrible anticipation for the plane to take off.

      “Don’t worry,” the man beside me said. “It’s only bad at first.”

      The nervous laughter his words inspired from me was enough to make the man chuckle.

      “Sorry,” I said, and turned my eyes toward the window in an attempt to avoid his gaze.

      “Don’t be,” he replied. “First time?”

      “What?”

      “First time. On a plane.”

      “Sort of,” I replied, unwilling to admit that it was not, in fact, the first time I’d been in one.

      He chuckled and said, “I see.”

      When I returned my gaze to him in the moments thereafter, I found that he was not staring at me like I’d expected him to. Rather, the smartly-dressed man in the dark jeans and green blazer was reading something on the tablet in his grasp—his lips pursed, his gaze set. It took only a moment for me to realize that he was fully immersed in what he was doing, and was likely only giving me the benefit of the doubt because of my age.

      It was only a day after my eighteenth birthday and I was already leaving home.

      Just remember, I thought, that this is your time to shine.

      I’d taken to calling the day “The Emancipation of Dean McAllen,” but not just because I was leaving home to pursue my dream of becoming a writer.

      No.

      I was leaving to escape a truly haunting past.

      As the plane started to roll down the runway, and as my anxiety took hold like a beast intent on dragging me to the darkest depths of Hell, I could feel the knot in my chest tightening like a vice, and tried my hardest to keep my emotions in check. You would’ve thought that, after being on no less than three planes in a row, I would’ve gotten used to the sensation of a plane lifting off the ground.

      “Hey,” the man beside me said. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m—” I started to say. “Fine. I—”

      A series of images bombarded me out of nowhere.

      Plates, broken—

      Words, thrown—

      Insults, made—

      Hate, spewed—

      They’d called me all sorts of names—both my parents—and tried their hardest to keep me there. They’d yelled. They’d screamed. They’d said that I’d never make it on my own. But I’d said no, that that was wrong, that that was not okay, and in the end, had locked myself in my room with one promise, and one promise only:

      I was eighteen, and I was done.

      I’d spent most of the night listening to the sound of my mother crying in the room opposite mine while I’d waited for my father to take a screwdriver and remove the hinges from my door—an act that, on any normal day back then, and after any typical argument, would’ve been completely familiar.

      Somehow, though, I’d managed to make it through that night.

      And there I’d been: on my last plane to South Texas.

      Beside me, the man looked on with cautious eyes, his mouth slightly agape as he considered the sight of me hoping, to whatever God might’ve been listening, that I would survive the plane ride. I tried not to hyperventilate in that moment, and for that reason, found myself breathing slowly, in through my mouth and out my nose.

      “Sir,” he said. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m okay,” I replied. “I—”

      The plane lifted in the air.

      I almost cried out.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I merely exhaled, long and hard, before turning to look at the man beside me with gritted teeth.

      He merely smiled before saying, “I told you.”

      “Told me what?” I replied.

      “That it wasn’t that bad.”

      “Oh,” I said, then replied, “Thank you” before straightening my posture and leaning back in my seat. “I don’t mean to be a bother.”

      “You’re not, young man.” The gentleman leaned back in his seat and considered me for a moment before adding, “I take it you’re leaving home for the first time?”

      “How do you—”

      He smiled, cutting me off before I could finish. “I’m a counselor. It’s my job to read people.”

      “I see,” I said.

      He turned his head back to his tablet. “Where are you heading, friend?”

      “Edinburg,” I replied.

      “What takes you there?”

      “School.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what you’ll be studying?”

      “Creative writing.”

      “Ah. A patron of the arts.” The man leaned back and appeared to consider the situation for a moment before turning his head to look out the window beside me. “See those clouds out there?”

      “I’d rather not,” I admitted, but turned my head to look anyway. We were above them now, and coasting the currents as if we were little more than the birds I once believed were the only ones meant to fly.

      “The skies are your limit, friend. I don’t know what’s happened in your life to make you so afraid, but I’ll promise you something: they’ll get better.”

      Would they, though? It seemed impossible for them not to, all things considering. But then and there, it felt like I’d forever be trapped in the past.

      No, I then thought. I wasn’t trapped in the past. I wouldn’t be. I was moving forward—toward the next phase in my life.

      And as I reminisced on everything that’d happened, I realized something:

      Things could only get better from there.
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      We arrived at the McAllen International Airport in the early hours of the evening, when the sun had just fallen and the heat was sweltering. Tired, a bit scared, but unable to control my excitement and relief over the fact that I was finally there, I disembarked from the plane and made my way into the terminal with the knowledge that I would soon be in my new home—and the belief that change, as prevalent as it was quickly becoming in my life, would soon allow me peace of mind.

      I was so caught up in my feelings that I barely sensed the people around me, let alone anticipated the hand falling on my shoulder.

      I instantly stiffened.

      “I apologize,” the kind man from the airplane said, leaning down to look at me. “I just wanted to make sure that you had a ride.”

      “I’m gonna call a cab,” I said before turning to face him. “School doesn’t start until Monday, so… I’ll be stuck in a hotel until then.”

      “I take it you’ve already planned this whole thing out?”

      “Yes sir. I have.”

      The man smiled, and reached into his breast pocket. Shortly thereafter, he withdrew what appeared to be a business card and extended it to me before saying, “I don’t know your story, my friend, but I’d like to, if you have need of me.”

      “Thank you,” I said, unsure how, or if, I was supposed to respond.

      “Farewell, and safe travels.”

      “Yeah,” I replied as the man walked away. “Safe travels.”

      It took a moment for his compassion to settle in—for his concern to drift over me like waters across a barren shoreline. When it did, I looked down at the business card.

      Taylor Green, it said in fine gold lettering. Psychiatric Services of Edinburg.

      There was a brief moment that I felt at a complete loss. I didn’t know what to do, how to think, how to act. I felt an explosive panic set in, blossoming like a flower whose hopes and dreams were only to be exposed to the ever-violent sun. Like that flower, I’d wanted only to flourish; and because of that, I’d found myself sliding the business card into one pocket while withdrawing my phone from the other.

      Within moments, I left the terminal behind, my suitcase in one hand, my hopes and dreams in the other.

      It wasn’t long before I was sliding into the back seat of a cab and making my way to Edinburg.

      We traveled slowly, effortlessly, and calmly. Hindered only by the congested streets of South Texas, it offered me the time to sit back and try to piece together how it was I would survive my first few days alone in a city thousands of miles away from home.

      You’ll meet people, my conscience was quick to assure me. Maybe even make friends.

      Friends? I then thought, and frowned.

      I’d never been one to get close to people. This was because, deep down, I always felt a certain disconnect from them—from the way they’d talk, the way they’d act, the way they’d breathe.  I knew a part of that came from the fact that I lived in such a toxic household, especially in a state where I was not welcomed, but another came from the certainty that I would never keep the friends that I made.

      A sigh passed from my lips in the moments that followed, and caused me to lean back and close my eyes.

      I was so tired. So very, very tired. Of everything. Realistically, all I wanted to do was crawl into bed. But I knew that wouldn’t happen. I’d have to check in, set the WI-FI up, unpack a few clothes, shower, maybe even order something in to eat.

      The thought of food caused my stomach to rumble.

      In the end, I just wanted the day to be over.

      I wanted a fresh start.
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      Checking into the hotel was simple enough, as was gaining access to and then setting up the WI-FI. Showering was a blessing, and the food, once it arrived from the delivery service, was filling. I sat cross-legged with a blanket wrapped around my dew-covered shoulders as I scrolled through my social media on my smartphone, only to find a longing for something familiar in my life.

      For so long I had become accustomed to violence. Now that I was no longer entrenched in it, it seemed wrong, almost. Like I was missing something.

      The danger quotient was no longer there, the need to remain composed all but gone. The tension—however—had not left my shoulder blades; and like an ache that could not be shaken, it remained. I wouldn’t realize until much later that it wouldn’t leave for quite some time, if ever.

      Still—sitting there, on that bed, half-naked, full and content, I was at far more peace than I had ever experienced before.

      You’re safe, I’d thought, and hundreds of miles away from your parents.

      They can’t bother you. Trap you. Control you.

      “Not anymore,” I whispered.

      I allowed myself to bathe in this knowledge for quite some time before finally spreading out along the mattress and closing my eyes.

      I didn’t bother to turn the bedside lamp off the whole night.

      No.

      I’d left it on to chase my thoughts away.
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      My student advisor, who I did not know at the time would ultimately change my life by allowing me to live on campus on such short-notice, was a woman by the name of Tiffany Lambert—who, with sky-high blonde hair, had taken the time out of her personal schedule to meet with and guide me across the university’s grounds on the Saturday after I arrived.

      “It’s so great to finally meet you,” I remember the woman saying for the umpteenth time. “It’s not very often a young student gets awarded such a prestigious fellowship.”

      “Yeah,” I’d replied, a bit embarrassed over being so heavily lauded over. “I guess I just got lucky.”

      “Lucky?” She scoffed. “You weren’t lucky, Mister McAllen—you’re talented. Be thankful that you got into this program. Not many young people do.”

      I could offer little more than a nod as she continued to lead me across campus. Her sunny disposition was almost dizzying—to the point where, while following her, I had a hard time remaining calm and composed in light of everything that had happened. I felt completely overdressed in the blue jeans, black tee, and red vest I was wearing, especially when other people were walking around in tank-tops and shorts, but I knew most of that came from the fact that it was scorching hot outside. I’d wanted to dress to impress. In hindsight, I should have opted for comfort over style.

      “As you can see,” Miss Lambert had continued, spinning while extending a hand at her side, “the campus is sprawling, but once you get your schedule and become accustomed to your weekly routine, you’ll get used to it fairly quickly. The dormitories you’re assigned to are along Sugar Road, the majority of the Student Service buildings are situated nearby, and all of your classes, and their locations, can be found in your pamphlet or on your interactive smartphone map. Plus: there’s a supermarket right down the road. Everything you could possibly need—from food, entertainment, to essentials and more—can be found along University Drive.

      “Now: do you have any questions for me?”

      “When will I get my hall pass and room key?” I asked. “I’m anxious to get out of my hotel.”

      “You’re in a hotel?” she asked, frowning. “Do you not have any family in the area, Mister McAllen?”

      “No. I… I don’t,” I said.

      “I forgot that you came in from out-of-state,” she said, and sighed. “I’m sorry for being intrusive, Dean. I just want you to succeed, and would hate to see such a bright student suffer in discomfort even if it’s only for a few short days.”

      “I’ll make do,” I replied. “I’ve learned to deal with rough times.”

      She frowned, but didn’t say anything, though whether that was because she sensed that I might not have as wholesome a background as she originally believed, or for some other reason, I couldn’t be sure. Instead, she took a moment to compose herself, smiled a smile that I found was typical of people trying to avoid troubling circumstances, and said, “Welcome to the Rio Grande Valley! I know you’ll do great here!”

      “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate all of your help.”

      “If you need anything from me, please feel free to reach out. I’d be more than happy to assist.”

      With that, she’d turned and made her way into the university, leaving me with a sinking, and unsettling, feeling within my gut.

      For several long moments, I’d simply stood there—unsure how to, or even if I should, feel.

      In the end, I realized something.

      Things could only improve from there on out.
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      It didn’t take long for the realization that I was completely and utterly alone to sink in.

      I didn’t mind, though. Contrary to what most people would’ve thought, a person could exist perfectly fine in isolation, especially when they’d become used to treading lightly over the landmines of their war-torn world. For someone like me—who’d lived and breathed in that sort of environment for nearly eleven years of my life—the worst I’d felt was an eerie sense of calm.

      A calm, I would’ve normally thought, before the storm.

      Only there’d been no lightning, no thunder, no rain, no chaos seed planted within my brain. There was simply silence—which, in hindsight, was possibly the most terrifying thing of all.

      As I sat there, in that hotel room, on the last day before I was meant to move into my dorm, living and breathing and dreaming of all the things that were supposed to come, I’d taken a moment to consider everything that could happen—and, as a result, dreamed about what the future might hold.

      A fine career.

      A loving home.

      A man who’d—

      I’d blinked, stunned.

      I’m still not exactly sure why my thoughts were interrupted. Maybe it was because it was strange to be able to think so freely, or even daydream without persecution. For in a house that was not a home, in a world that was not my own, dreams were meant to be broken—shattered like an hourglass counting down the moments to my future. For that reason, the tickle of anxiety that had pulled at my chest seemed erroneous, especially considering that no one, and no thing, could hurt me.

      “They’re gone,” I whispered. “You’re gone.”

      Alone but afraid of what the future could hold.

      Still—a person, I realized, could dream; and for that reason, I thought anew.

      A fine career.

      A loving home.

      A life to cherish.

      And a man, I realized, to love.

      Together forever through the test of time.

      I’d smiled as I considered this mystery of life, this undeniable aspect that could eventually be my reality, and found a warmth spreading throughout me.

      Was that, I wonder, what it was like to be free?

      At that moment, I realized that only time would tell.
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      I explicitly remember the following morning being spent in complete and utter disarray. Between packing my belongings and hailing a cab so I could get to the school and meet with Miss Lambert, I felt as though I would explode from nerves. Thankfully, though, I didn’t. I was somehow, someway, able to relocate my belongings into the dorm without much hassle.

      By the time the morning was up, I collapsed atop the simple twin bed that had been provided by the university, and let loose an exhale that could have ruined the test of time.

      “You’re fine,” I was quick to mumble to myself. “You made it.”

      The fact that I was there, of all places, was nothing short of a miracle, given my background and the fact that I was not always the best student in high school.

      Still, I had thought. Something got you here, and you know it wasn’t luck.

      Luck? No. Talent? Possibly. I didn’t consider myself to be the best at what I did at the time—mostly because of my age, but also because of my isolated upbringing—but I felt I must’ve had something. Why else would I have been picked for such a prestigious writing fellowship? There’d been so many people—so many talented applicants—that they’d picked me, out of everyone who’d applied.

      But why?

      I didn’t know; and in the end, I guess it didn’t matter, because I was there.

      There.

      In the Rio Grande Valley.

      A smile parted my lips as I thought about everything that had led up to that moment—as I remembered all the hopes, dreams, sweat, tears, and long nights that had led to me getting on that plane and making my way cross-country—and wondered:

      Was I blessed? And by blessed, I mean really, truly blessed?

      I didn’t know, and in the end, it didn’t really matter.

      As the thoughts drifted from my brain, and the subtle pull of acknowledgement over what was to come entered my mind, I’d drawn my cell phone from my pocket and was just about to lift it to double-check my schedule when a knock came at the door, startling me from thought.

      “Hello?” I asked, convinced that I was just hearing things. “Is someone there?”

      The knock came again, confirming its authenticity.

      Frowning, I’d thrown my legs over the side of the bed, then began to make my way toward the door.

      “Sorry to bother you,” a deep voice outside my door said. “I figured that, since we’re going to be sharing living space, that I might as well introduce myself.”

      “You can hear me through the door?” I’d asked, incredulous.

      “The walls are thin,” the man replied with a laugh. “You could drop a tack and hear it here.”

      I’d leaned forward, then, to open the door—

      —and would only find out later that that single action would change my life forever.

      The stranger was a goliath of a man—or, at least he was to me, at the time. Given my height of five-foot-five, it wasn’t, and still isn’t, hard to find guys taller than me. But still: to a guy like me, scared of the world and most of the men in it, he seemed monstrous in comparison. His bare arms were muscled, his chest broad, his skin finely-tanned from the sun. His chin was riddled with a few days’ worth of stubble, and his gray eyes instantly captured and reminded me of rain on a cool summer day. He was undeniably handsome—and, to my cautious eyes: the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      I was so dumbstruck by his appearance that I could only offer a, “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he replied, peering into the room. “I got word that someone was finally moving in, so I thought I’d come over and see who my new neighbor was. You just get here?”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “Cool.” He extended a hand. “My name’s Brad. And you are?”

      “Dean,” I replied. “Dean McAllen.”

      “Oh. Like the city right next to us.” He paused. “Nice to meet you, Dean.”

      “You too,” I said, and took hold of his hand.

      I still remember it to this day. His palm was warm, his grip strong, his fingers secure around mine.  He’d kept eye contact as we shook—and as the magnetism that I know draws all living creatures together took hold of me, I looked into his eyes and felt something, then, that I don’t even know how to describe now. All I knew was that, as his hand left mine, I felt as though I was missing something—and, at the same time, that something had been found.

      I tried not to think about it too much as the man named Brad crossed his muscular arms across his chest and leaned against the doorjamb. He’d waited several long moments, as if considering me for what I was worth, before clearing his throat and saying, “I thought I’d ask if you needed help moving anything in. I know it’s hard to move into a new place, especially if you’re lugging in practically everything you own.”

      “About that,” I started, and turned to survey the room. “This… this is it.”

      Brad frowned as I turned to face him once more. “You mean… you don’t have anything else to bring in?”

      “I literally just got into town the other day.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re not from around here?”

      I shook my head.

      “Where the hell did you come in from then?”

      “Utah,” I replied.

      “Utah?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “What possessed you to come all the way down here?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said, and took a step back into the room. “Do you want to come in? Or…”

      Brad stepped inside, but not without closing the door behind him. He spun about slowly to view the dorm, bland as it happened to be, and smiled before saying, “I remember when I first got here and my dorm was like this. I couldn’t wait to fix it up.”

      “I don’t mind it,” I replied. “It’s… well… not horrible.”

      “It may not be horrible, but it sure as hell is boring.” He laughed and turned his head to face me. “Is there anything I can do for you, Mister Dean McAllen? Can I give you the grand tour? Take you to your first class? Help you set up the internet here?”

      “I’ve already been given the tour. I may take you up on the other two things though, especially given that my first class is in—” I paused to consider my phone. “One hour.”

      “Cool. Let’s get you online and then get you to your class.”

      “What’s up first?”

      “Ugh. Math.”

      “Come on. Smart guy like you should be good at math.”

      “What makes you think I’m smart?” I asked.

      “Would you rather I think you’re dumb?” he replied.

      “Point taken,” I said.

      And all Brad could do was laugh.
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      My next-door neighbor was a complete gentleman. He led me to my first class without hesitation, braving the heat and the ever-malevolent sun, and offered me his number without so much as batting an eye.

      In case you need something, he was quick to add as we finished exchanging digits, and winked at me before turning and walking back down the road.

      A part of me was unsure how to respond. On one hand, I was relieved—because without Brad’s guidance, I would’ve been completely lost. On another, though, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was just being friendly—

      Or flirty.

      I shook my head.

      No, I’d thought. There was no way Brad was flirting with me. He couldn’t have been. I mean, why would he, a muscular jock type with the arms of an Olympian God, be interested in me? I was nothing special—at least, so far as I could tell—and even if I was, that wouldn’t explain the connection, or even the attraction.

      I tried my hardest to ignore the possibilities as I entered and located a seat within the math lab, but found myself doing just that.

      Maybe Brad really was interested in me that first day. Or maybe he was just being friendly. I mean, there was a thing as overly-friendly straight men. That was all this was. Right?

      Right, I’d thought, content with that knowledge.

      Besides—I was smarter than that even then. I knew that falling for a straight guy would only result in a broken heart.

      Because of that, I’d merely opened my notebook, and waited for my professor to arrive.
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      I was left to my own devices in the hours following my math class. Knowing that Brad was likely to be preoccupied with his own schoolwork and obligations, I made my way through the day without so much as a second thought as to what might happen come time I returned to the dorms, and found myself actually enjoying my time on campus.

      By the time I finally got home, I was fulfilled, but exhausted.

      “Thank God,” I breathed as I settled atop my bed.

      The urge to sleep was beyond measure. My body was tired, my skin flush with warmth, my head swimming from the dying excitement of my first day’s worth of work and nerves. Most of all, though, I was happy—and beyond thrilled, I could say, to finally be out on my own.

      This isn’t so bad, I thought.

      A new world. A new home. A new life.

      A new friend.

      This last thought left me feeling swimmy—not only because I had truly, and genuinely, connected with someone, but because I had done so without fear of repercussion from either of my parents. There was no need to worry about what they would do, what they would say, what they would think, how they would act. In the end, I could interact with Brad as I saw fit, and no one, absolutely no one, would be able to stop me.

      In the moments following that thought, I drew my phone from my pocket and considered the blank text panel with Brad’s name at the top.

      Do I text him? I thought. Do I not?

      I didn’t see any reason not to. I mean, he had given me his number, and offering my thanks for his earlier assistance wouldn’t be seen as intrusive—at least, it wouldn’t be to me.

      But would it to him?

      As I thought about what I would do—lying there, phone in hand, brows furrowed, lips pursed—I tried to decipher what was keeping me from texting him without a second thought. He seemed nice enough, and as a result, wasn’t likely to react badly. So why was I so afraid?

      It took several moments for me to finally piece it together, but when I did, I was met with a stunning revelation.

      It was my parents.

      My parents were the ones keeping me from texting Brad my thanks, but not in the physical sense. No. It was because, like a machine previously coded to follow only certain commands, I had been conditioned to believe that I was a burden upon people: that my thoughts, my feelings, my desires, were all inconsequential to those around me, even to the people who wanted to know things about me, who wanted to be my friend.

      This… this was one them.

      It was a horrifying thought to behold, a terrible thing to even begin to fathom, and for that reason, I trembled, long and hard. Filled with fright over what my thoughts would inspire, I allowed the phone to slide out of my grasp and onto the mattress beside my head.

      I could only pray that my thoughts would not assault me.

      Still, they did; and still, I thought of that last night at home—when, as a plate was thrown, and as it barely missed my head, I had become fully immersed in the violence of a chaotic home.

      WHY? my mother had demanded. WHY are you leaving? WHY aren’t you staying here?

      Because, I’d started. I don’t want this anymore!

      Want what?

      THIS!

      My voice, small as it normally was, had triggered an instinctual defense mechanism within my mother, causing tears to run down her face and a horrible, ugly snarl to appear on her mouth. She looked like a beast, then, all snot and tears and rage and pain. Its image—scarred in my mind as it happened to be—would not leave, no matter how hard I tried.

      Stop, I thought. Just… stop.

      Yet the images still came.

      My mother, crying.

      My father, screaming.

      And me? What could I do but tremble? For in the face of utmost danger, of hate incarnate, of greed malicious, what could I have done but simply stand there and face down the two people who were supposed to give, but took so much?

      The episode seemed to last forever, but was likely only several moments.

      When it finally came to a screeching halt, it was only because of a group of rowdy men were passing outside my door—whooping, cheering, and proclaiming that their team had won.

      The shock to my conscience was enough to dispel all but the hint of feelings from my brain.

      I looked down at my phone, only to find a message had appeared from Brad.

      Hey, it simply said. How was your first day?

      I blinked.

      Could I have been seeing things? Had he really messaged me?

      I closed my eyes in an effort to clear the haze of doubt from my vision, then grabbed my phone and leaned forward to view the touchscreen.

      Sure enough: Brad had texted to ask how my day was.

      A smile curved my lips. A flicker of hesitation filled my mind. My heart, though, sung.

      Someone actually cared enough to ask me how my day had gone—and this someone was someone I had just met.

      It went fine, I typed. Great, actually. Why?

      A string of ellipses appeared on my screen, prompting me to wait for his response.

      When it finally came, it simply said: You want to come tell me about it?

      His response, unexpected as it happened to be at the time, was enough to jar my senses, and make me feel smaller than I already felt. On one hand, a part of me did want to go see him—because after the emotional assault I’d experienced, I wanted nothing more than to be in the company of another. On the other hand, I doubted his intentions, and questioned the authenticity.

      What’s wrong with you? I thought. He wants to be your friend. Why aren’t you responding?

      I knew why. I knew I did. Yet, at the time, it was hard to admit—because in the forefront of my mind, my conscience was yelling me to go get him: to claim the friendship that was rightfully being extended to me. What occurred to me then, however, was that I was completely, utterly, and undeniably scared out of my mind.

      I didn’t to screw up. I didn’t want to let him down. I didn’t want him to think I was weird, or clingy, or even something that I was not. And yet…

      Yet…

      Something told me that he wouldn’t think that—that Brad, so seemingly calm and collected but also kind, would not care if I seemed a little off. I mean, I had just moved into a new environment, and I imagined he understood that I would be nervous, that I would be afraid.

      Because of that, I lifted my phone, stared at his message long and hard, and waited for inspiration to strike me.

      When finally it did, I typed only three simple words:

      Yeah. I do.

      Little did I know that those three words would start something extraordinary.
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      Brad was dressed in a simple pair of khaki shorts and a black tee when I arrived at his dorm. Short hair spiked up, his face freshly-shaven, he offered me a smile that could’ve crumbled mountains before saying, “You want to take a walk?”

      “A walk?” I asked. “Where?”

      “I dunno. Anywhere. There’s a trail down the road if you’re okay with walking a distance.”

      “I don’t mind,” I replied, sliding my hands into my pants pockets. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah. Just let me lock up.”

      He spent only a few moments in his room—gathering his cell phone, his wallet, his keys—and then locked up before leading me down the corridor and to the front hall. Brad was quick to step forward and open the door, then held it open as I walked into the humid evening hair.

      “The weather gets better as it gets darker,” Brad said as he stepped outside and came to stand beside me. “This is, what? Your third day?”

      “Yeah. I still haven’t gotten used to the heat.”

      “It didn’t get hot up in Utah?”

      “Not like this,” I replied, and laughed—a sound that brought a smile to Brad’s face but almost immediately disarmed me. I drew in a breath in an effort to keep my face clear of emotion and forced a smile of my own before saying, “Where are we headed?”

      “This way,” he said, and began to lead on.

      He took me down a long road that was flanked by two sprawling parking lots meant to house the vehicles belonging to those students attending the University of Texas in the Rio Grande Valley. As we walked—he with his hands in his pockets, mine at my sides—I tried my hardest to summon the urge to speak, but found that any time I did I was wrought with tension, and plagued by the worst of nerves.

      “So,” Brad said, drawing his word out to draw my attention. “You were gonna tell me how classes went?”

      “Oh,” I replied, thankful for the lead-in that I was unable to commit to. “Yeah. Sorry. I was just… thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “My day. Being here. Living here.”

      “How do you like it so far?”

      “I haven’t explored much beyond the campus,” I said, drawing up alongside him to avoid a bicyclist using the sidewalk as their own personal road, “but so far, I like it here. It… has a lot more culture than I was used to up there.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “This is going to sound a bit insensitive, but the people in northern Utah were just…” I paused. “What’s the word I’m looking for? Not friendly.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I think a lot of it has to do with the fact that strangers are meant to be regarded with suspicion. You’re either one of us or one of them—and in my case, the one of them meant that I didn’t belong.”

      “Your parents weren’t Mormon or something?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just… I never really belonged, for a variety of reasons.”

      “Tell me about it,” Brad said.

      We came to a stop at an intersection and waited for the lights to turn red before crossing the street. Here, we paused; and here, Brad viewed the quickly-darkening sky before turning and leading me down a sidewalk into a residential area.

      “I like to walk here,” he said, “because of all the trees. It’s relaxing. Peaceful. Takes my mind off the schoolwork.”

      “What’re you studying?” I asked.

      “Graphic design.”

      “You’re an artist?”

      “I like to think of myself as one, yeah.”

      “That’s cool.”

      “What about you? Why are you here at school—other than to escape the north?” he laughed.

      “I… got a fellowship to study English, and, well… to write.”

      “You’re a writer?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s fucking cool, man.”

      “I don’t get that a lot,” I admit. “It seems like everyone and their dog is a writer nowadays.”

      “But to get a fellowship that moved you cross-country and got you into school? That takes skill, and talent.”

      “You’re blowing smoke up my ass.”

      “Hey, I never said you were a good writer, but I can’t judge, since I haven’t read any of your work. You’ll have to let me read some of it sometime.”

      “Only if I can see your art,” I replied.

      “Deal.”

      The smile that parted Brad’s lips made my heart swell; and even though I was just beginning to get to know him, it didn’t take much to deduce that I had a crush on him, though whether he could sense that or even cared I wasn’t sure. However—at that point, it didn’t particularly matter. Simply being near him put me at ease, which was something considering that I had developed what I believed to be a chronic fear of men, all thanks to my father.

      My father.

      A sigh had escaped my lips—long, hard, and filled with dread—but thankfully, Brad didn’t notice, or didn’t seem to catch on that it was because I had thought of something rather troubling.

      No.

      At that moment, during which I began to realize that my attraction to the man was primarily due to the fact that he didn’t want to beat the shit out of me, Brad had stopped walking. Given that he’d been a few paces in front of me, it was easy enough to determine that something had caught his eye.

      “Brad?” I asked as I came to a halt beside him. “What’re you looking at?”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he blinked several times, then frowned.

      I lifted my eyes. I trailed them across the street. I thought, for one brief moment, that I would see something—anything.

      But I didn’t.

      And, oddly enough, Brad’s hand was bundled into a fist.

      “Brad?” I said.

      “Yeah?” he asked, his tone so abrupt that it startled even me.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” he said. “Just… thinking.”

      He started walking shortly thereafter, but didn’t wait for me to catch up.

      No.

      He simply kept on going.
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      Though Brad’s mood improved not long after the strange episode, I was unsure how I was supposed to respond. Doubtful that anything had even happened, and knowing that I couldn’t allow it to get the best of me, I did my best to keep myself from thinking about it while I was walking with him, and managed to do so until the moment I stepped into my dorm room.

      “See you tomorrow?” Brad asked as I turned to close the door behind me.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks, Brad.”

      “For what?”

      “Walking with me. Talking to me.”

      “Nothing to thank me for,” he replied. “You’re cool, Dean.”

      All I could do was smile before saying, “Goodnight” and closing the door.

      Shortly thereafter, my heart swelled with both pride and nerves.

      There was no more denying it now. I had a friend—a real, honest-to-God friend.

      My only problem? I was afraid of fucking it all up.

      But how would I, I wondered, given that I had just met him? I was being as cordial as I could possibly be—not mentioning my past, not being overbearing, not being clingy, not asking too much. I mean, on one hand, you could say that I was being exceptional, and in that sense, had nothing to worry about. But…

      On another, I remember thinking, there were so many what ifs? that it was hard to gauge what exactly could go wrong.

      I could say the wrong thing.

      I could do the
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