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   I’ve always loved bubbles. When I was young, my parents, my sister and I would go out in the backyard on steamy summer nights, each with a bottle in our hands. We’d blow them and pop them and watch them cluster together and try to blow the biggest one. They shimmered and for one bright moment, they were beautiful and they were real.
 
   And then they would pop and it would be as if they never were. Little worlds that vanished in the blink of an eye with the touch of a finger.
 
   I love bubble baths too. Feeling them slide all over my skin before they dissolved in the cooling water.
 
   My life is like a bubble. Once it was shiny and perfect and then in one moment, with the bullets from a gun, my bubble popped.
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   I blinked and realized I’d checked out again. The professor was droning on about… something. I had to read a few lines on the chalkboard before I remembered which class I was in. Economics. No wonder I’d drifted off.
 
   I blinked a few times and rubbed my eyes. Maybe I could get an hour nap this afternoon. Sleep came and went. For weeks, I wouldn’t sleep for more than a few hours at a time. Then I did nothing but sleep for days.
 
   The class finally ended and I packed up my notebook and textbooks. I had barely taken one note. I didn’t even know what the point of me being here was anymore.
 
   I trudged up the stairs and out of the lecture hall and onto the sidewalk.
 
   “Hey!” someone said behind me. I didn’t turn around. They were probably saying it to one of the other dozens of students who streamed around me. Someone else who was smiling or laughing and wasn’t… me.
 
   “Hey!” the voice said again, closer. A hand tapped me on the shoulder and I spun around, as if I were being attacked.
 
   “Whoa there,” he said. My eyes lifted from the pavement to meet a pair of eyes as green as a fresh-mowed lawn. Brown curls hung down, almost blocking those eyes, like curtains. He had a nervous smile on his mouth and I noticed a white scar cut across one of his eyebrows.
 
   I had no idea who he was, and I was pretty sure he didn’t know me either.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked, my voice hostile. I was out of practice talking to people. It was a skill, like anything else, that must be practiced.
 
   “Um, you dropped this,” he said, holding up a pen that wasn’t mine. I knew it wasn’t mine because I always used the same pens. Purple ballpoint. This was a fancier pen and looked like it had black ink in it.
 
   “No, sorry,” I said, edging away from him. The pen was clearly a ruse to talk to me and I wasn’t falling for it. I didn’t want to talk to him. I didn’t want to talk to anyone.
 
   He stared down at the pen, still held in his outstretched hand.
 
   “Oh. Well, my mistake.” When he talked, you could see a very tiny chip in one of his front teeth. 
 
   He put the pen away and I expected him to go away, but he stood there with his hands in his jeans pockets. As if he was waiting for me to say something else.
 
   “Okay. Bye,” I said, taking a step back from him.
 
   “See you,” he said. I hoped I wouldn’t.
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   Most people decorated their dorm rooms. I’d always thought I’d be one of those people but then things changed and I hadn’t bothered. My room was bare, except for the covers on the bed, a few books, a television, a fridge and a microwave. No twinkle lights. No snapshots of me with my friends, our faces smashed together to get everyone in the shot. No movie posters.
 
   I set my bag on the floor with a thunk and climbed into bed. Somehow, I’d been able to secure a single room, which was a miracle as a freshman. Although she wouldn’t admit it, I knew my mom had pulled some strings. 
 
   My eyes were dry and gritty and I rubbed them, but it didn’t help. Grabbing the remote, I flipped through all the cable channels and stopped on something at random. I only saw noise and color, but it made the quiet room more bearable.
 
   I had plenty of homework, but it would get done later tonight. It was the best way to occupy my mind when I was supposed to be sleeping. Until then, there wasn’t a whole lot to do, so I grabbed my laptop and turned it on. The first thing I checked was my Instagram. My latest poem was up to 203 likes, which was pretty good. I allowed myself a smile before I tucked it away. I only allowed myself so many smiles a day and that was my second. I only had one left. One smile to spend on something.
 
   After checking my other social media accounts, I pushed my computer aside and pulled out my notebook from under my pillow. Keeping it there was a habit I’d carried over from childhood. Keeping my most precious words safe while I slept.
 
   Turning to a fresh page, I started with one word, as always. 
 
    
 
   Water.
 
   Slipping through my fingers.
 
   Impossible to hold.
 
   Liquid.
 
   Blood on the floor.
 
   Flowing.
 
   No beginnings.
 
   Only endings.
 
    
 
   I looked at the words after my pen had stopped. It was fine, but not good enough to post. Not yet. It would need some work. Some tweaking. Sighing, I closed the notebook again and turned to my bookshelf, which held a number of leather-bound volumes. Tolstoy, Austen, Dickens, Hemingway. Pulling War and Peace off the shelf, I let it fall open to a random page. Raising the book to my face, I inhaled the smell of the pages. So familiar. So safe.
 
   I shook my head at myself and put the book back. I couldn’t dwell on things like books. I couldn’t dwell on things like memories. All I could do was breathe and exist. That was hard enough, especially since I rarely slept a full night.
 
   I could get through it. I could. And then… 
 
   I had no idea.
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   Well. I fucked that up. She looked at me like I was crazy, which, to her, I probably appeared to be. Great. Now she was going to go out of her way to avoid me and then I would never be able to tell her.
 
   I’d run over what I was going to say hundreds of times in my head. Thousands. I’d thought about sending emails. Phone calls. Hiring a fucking sky writer. I didn’t know. Just… I had to tell her. I had to tell her so many things and she had no idea.
 
   I mentally kicked myself all the way back to my room. Marty was out, which was nice since our room was totally quiet. I dropped my bag and flopped onto my bed. The room was an absolute mess, but I couldn’t be bothered to pick up my dirty clothes or Pop Tart wrappers or empty soda cans. Neither could Marty. 
 
   Groaning, I rubbed my hands on my face and tried to figure out how to salvage the situation with Ingrid. Fuck, she had a great name. It suited her perfectly. She reminded me of a bird. She looked light and fragile, but was so strong underneath. The most astonishing feature of Ingrid was her eyes. They were a dark brown on the outside and shaded into a lighter brown with just a tiny hint of green near her pupils. Hazel, I guess you’d say. It didn’t really matter what color her eyes were. That wasn’t the point. She was the point.
 
   The door slammed open and I sat up.
 
   “Hey,” Marty said, dropping his bag and slumping over on his bed.
 
   “Hey,” I said, not sitting up.
 
   “Whoa, what’s your deal?” he asked, picking up a shirt from the foot of his bed, smelling it and then throwing it on the floor. Both of us had clothes hampers, but they were both currently empty. We might look nothing alike, being as he was black and I was white, he was nearly six-four and hit the gym every day and I was on the shorter side for a guy and only worked out sporadically. But somehow, our personalities matched well, even though we’d been randomly paired together. He joked that the school had only accepted him to fill their “diversity” quota, but I knew that wasn’t true. He was one of those people who could spend five minutes on homework and maintain a perfect GPA. 
 
   “Nothing,” I said, getting up and going to our mini fridge to grab a soda. We’d become fast friends during summer orientation and now it was like we’d known each other for years, instead of weeks. 
 
   “Toss me one,” he said, holding his hands up. I hucked him a can and he caught it with one hand.
 
   “You sure?” he asked, popping the top of the can and sucking the bubbling soda so it didn’t spill all over the floor. Not that the floor wasn’t already covered in crap.
 
   “Yeah.” Marty didn’t know about Ingrid. He didn’t know much about me, really, and I wanted to keep it that way. 
 
   “Fine. Bottle it up inside. See how well that works for you. But don’t come crying to me when you burst a blood vessel or have a breakdown.” He grinned at me and drained the rest of his soda can before chucking it at the trash bin. He made it easily. 
 
   I finished mine more slowly, still angry about earlier.
 
   “Soooo, dinner?” he asked and I realized he’d been silent, letting me fume. Marty was good like that.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I said, throwing my can and missing. I got up and tossed in in.
 
   “Are you really okay? You don’t seem okay. You know you can talk to me,” he said. I gave him what I hoped was a convincing smile.
 
   “Sure.” I didn’t elaborate. He shook his head at me and held the door open.
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   The next time I walked into economics, I told myself not to look for him. Not to see him. Not to search for his brown curls.
 
   I failed on all accounts.
 
   There he was, sitting in the second row near the middle, an empty seat on either side of him. Ducking into a seat in the back row, I tried to make myself as inconspicuous as possible. As if he’d heard me thinking about him, his head turned and his green eyes scanned the room. I looked away, but not fast enough. He spotted me and the next thing I knew, he was out of his chair and walking up the steps toward my row.
 
   Don’t sit next to me, don’t sit next to me.
 
   I repeated the mantra in my head and hoped it would throw him off, but he didn’t take the hint and sat down in the seat on my right. I shifted all the way to my left, nearly falling out of my seat. 
 
   He didn’t say a word. Just acted like this was something he did every day. I looked down at my bag and calculated my chances of getting up and moving before class started.
 
   Luck was not on my side as the professor called us to order and started scrawling on the blackboard with chalk.
 
   What was I dealing with? I didn’t even know his name. Maybe he was dangerous. The kind of person who got obsessed with a stranger and stalked them. 
 
    I started to panic, but I didn’t want to show him. I just kept my eyes locked on the front of the room and sort of perched on the edge of my chair in case I had to bolt. My pen was no longer an instrument used for writing, but a potential weapon. Why didn’t I carry pepper spray in my bag?
 
   Keeping my breathing even was a battle, but I was determined. 
 
   “Hey,” he said in a quiet voice. I ignored him.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   No, I wasn’t okay. I would be when he left me alone. Or, even better, vanished from campus and I never saw him again.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I flicked my eyes at the clock. I hadn’t even been sitting here for ten minutes.
 
   “Would you relax if I moved?” Now that was something I could answer. I gave him one jerky nod in response.
 
   “Okay then.” As quietly as he could, he got up and moved to the next empty seat, so there was one between us. It wasn’t ideal, but at least I had some breathing room.
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   My second attempt to get Ingrid to talk to me was just as terrible an idea as the first. She was flipping out. She sat in her chair on high alert, her purple pen held in her fist like a knife. Making her terrified of me wasn’t part of the plan, so I moved away from her.
 
   Slowly, she relaxed her posture and let her brown choppy hair fall between us. It just brushed the tops of her shoulders. I kept my staring to a minimum, but every time she moved, I looked. 
 
   The class ended and neither of us had taken a single note. I’d tried, but my pen had remained dormant in my hand. 
 
   She had to walk by my seat to get to the stairs. I got up and moved aside to let her by. She flicked a glance at me that I couldn’t read.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, but she just stepped past me and headed up the stairs.
 
   Strike two. 
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   It was complete coincidence that she ended up in my economics class. I couldn’t get her schedule ahead of time, obviously, or figure out which dorm she was living in, but she’d posted what college she’d chosen on her Facebook page. It was a natural choice, since both her parents had attended.
 
   When I’d told my mother and stepfather I’d wanted to attend a relatively small college five states away, they sat and stared at me for at least ten minutes. I’d made a list ahead of time to have answers for any of their objections, including the fact that South Maine University had an excellent political science program, a perfect major for a pre-law student.
 
   “But why Maine?” Mom had said. I’d reiterated my reasons, but I knew she didn’t buy it. She shared a look with Ted that I didn’t understand, but they had agreed.
 
   “Okay. If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.” The following September they were there, helping me load up my car and a small U-Haul trailer with everything I would need for my new life. They drove behind me and my little brother Ike rode shotgun with me. 
 
   “Oh my God, this is the middle of nowhere,” he said, peering out the windshield as I got off the highway and headed into a residential area just off campus.
 
   “Why are you doing this, again?” He was sixteen and thought I was on something when I told him where I was going to school.
 
   “Because I am, Ike,” I said for the billionth time. 
 
   “Whatever. I’m definitely not coming to a place like this.” I snorted.
 
   “You’ll be lucky if you get into community college, moron.” He punched me in the leg and I wanted to retaliate, but that might have caused an accident.
 
   When I said goodbye to Mom and Todd, she cried and didn’t want to let me go.
 
   “You call me every night at nine, you hear? If you don’t, I’m going to call in a missing person’s report and then you’ll be sorry.” She wiped her tears and clutched Todd’s hand. 
 
   He hugged me again and Ike grudgingly told me he’d miss me. Todd and Ike got in the car and I had a moment with Mom.
 
   “You know I love you, right?” she said. 
 
   “I know,” I said.
 
   “I love you so much and I always will. No matter what.” We hugged again and she finally let me go.
 
   As I watched them drive away, I tried not to cry and failed. It took me a few minutes to get my emotions under control and go up to my room to unpack.
 
   I nearly tripped and fell down the stairs when I saw Ingrid in my economics class that first day. I might not have if it weren’t for some guys who were being loud and had drawn my attention. She was sitting near them with a lost look on her face. 
 
   It was her. Right here.
 
   Ducking into one of the back rows, I spent the next hour watching the back of her head and trying to figure out how to approach her. So far, I was 0 for 2.
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   “What is your deal this week?” Marty asked that night at dinner. I shrugged and poked at my rubbery lasagna.
 
   He rolled his eyes and went to get another soda.
 
   “Well. Something is up with you,” he said when he came back. He had a whole group of friends that he invited me to eat with most nights, but they all had something going tonight so it was just the two of us.
 
   “Fine, be that way,” he said, and then changed the subject to a party he wanted me to go to with him this weekend.
 
   “I mean, it will probably get busted, knowing the guys who are throwing it, but it could be fun until then. Besides, I know where the fire escape is and I can park my car strategically in case we need to make a quick getaway.” Marty was lucky because his two older brothers had also gone to school here and had passed on their wisdom. He also knew a ton of people already, but he always included me, which he didn’t have to do. Although, it did make me feel like a charity case.
 
   “I don’t know…” I said. I’d been dragging my feet on going out socially. I didn’t care about making friends or partying or any of that stuff right now. It distracted me from the reason I came here.
 
   “Come on. You won’t regret it.” I raised my eyebrows.
 
   “Okay,” he conceded, “I can’t promise that, but I can promise that you may not regret it.” I laughed a little. Marty put a positive spin on almost everything.
 
   “Fine, fine,” I said. I knew if I put him off too many times, he’d stop asking and stop hanging out with me and I didn’t want to live with someone who hated me.
 
   “Sweet, it’s on.” 
 
   I was probably going to regret this.
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   I decided to get out of my room to study on Friday night. The library had special weekend hours and if I wanted to, I could basically sleep there and no one would bother me. Just the way I liked it.
 
   My economics reading was drier than dry and I kept flashing back to the last couple of classes. They were now tainted by him. The guy whose name I didn’t even know who seemed to want to talk to me for some reason. I knew he saw me, just as I saw him, but today he hadn’t sat near me. 
 
   Maybe he just thought I was cute and had been getting up the courage to ask me out. That was all well and good, but I wasn’t going out with anyone. There was no point. It would never go anywhere. So, if I ignored him enough, he’d get the idea and then move on to someone happier. Someone nicer. Someone not like me.
 
   I saved my English 100 homework for last, since it was my favorite. I hadn’t picked a major yet, but I knew I wanted to take as many English classes as possible.
 
   My assignment was to read five chapters in Emma and then summarize them. I was reading the book for the third time, so I could have done the assignment without doing the reading. My professor didn’t seem to care much if we did our assignments well, as long as they were done. He would just scan them, his pen moving along the lines and then write 100 on top. I hoped my more advanced English classes would be better.
 
   While it wasn’t my favorite Austen work, it was better than reading about that insufferable Fanny Price in Mansfield Park, so I had to count myself lucky in that respect.
 
   I ended up curling up on a cushy chair in the back corner of the third floor of the library and reading most of the book, my earbuds playing music softly.
 
   It was nice. I rarely got moments of pleasure like this. I allowed myself a smile. The action was strange and unnatural. I had no idea what I looked like when I did it. Not good, probably. 
 
   I used to smile. I used to laugh. I used to be a lot of things. Now I didn’t know who I was and didn’t plan on figuring it out. Just getting through the day was work enough without putting that on the list.
 
   My eyes got heavy and I let myself have a short nap, setting my cell phone alarm to go off in an hour. There wasn’t anyone around, so I didn’t worry about disturbing someone when it went off.
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   The alarm rang much too soon and I didn’t want to open my eyes, but I had to get back to my room. I packed up my bag and stretched my back and neck until they popped before heading out.
 
   I enjoyed campus at this time of night. It was quiet and still. Most of the parties happened off-campus, so noise on Friday night was rarely an issue. Walking alone was probably not the best idea for me, but I didn’t care. 
 
   I didn’t care about a whole lot anymore.
 
   As I walked, I started writing a new poem in my head, but all I could come up with were random words with no definitive order. My muse, or whatever was responsible for the words in my head, was finicky and showed up whenever she wanted.
 
   Just as I reached the front door of my dorm and was ready to swipe my card to get in, a group of laughing girls burst through, nearly smashing me in the face with the door.
 
   “Oops, sorry,” one of them said and then they were off, all holding onto one another. They were happy. I remembered being happy.
 
   Driving around with my best friend Beth, looking for anything to do in our small town. Going to pep rallies and cheering like maniacs for our school. Birthdays and Christmases and holidays. Fireworks and ice cream and swimming in the lake. Hanging out in someone’s basement and sneaking beer from the fridge. Laughing uncontrollably over some inside joke. Worrying about my eyebrows and shaving my legs and if I was going to get asked out.
 
   Gone. All gone. Taken away. 
 
   For a moment, I imagined myself running up to those girls and asking where they were going and if I could come. 
 
   But it wouldn’t be real. I could pretend to be them. Pretend to be happy, but that wouldn’t make it true.
 
   Sighing, I walked through the door and headed toward the stairs to my room.
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   I didn’t leave my room for the rest of the weekend. Much like the weekend before that. It was probably what I would end up doing next weekend, too. 
 
   I napped, did my homework and then some, binged on bad TV, got a few naps in and subsisted mostly on granny smith apples, peanut butter, crackers and tea.
 
   I finished another poem and posted it. I wanted to take it down immediately, but I always felt that way, so I let it stay up. Most of the time I didn’t read the comments since sometimes they weren’t very kind. I’d only started posting my poems this summer after following a bunch of other poets and wishing I could do my own. So I did. And I allowed myself a smile when I got up to 100 likes.
 
   I stared out my window on Sunday afternoon and watched the people walk by below. Judging by their attire, it was a warm day, unusual this late in the fall. Once again, I thought about going and joining them, but closed the curtain instead.
 
   Sunday night it happened again.
 
   I had the nightmare and woke up just before I started screaming, my body shaking and sweating and my heart pounding so hard I was afraid it was going to smash my ribs and break free of my chest.
 
   It had been a few weeks since I last had it, and I’d thought, maybe, it was gone for good. But it was never gone. Would never be gone because it wasn’t a manifestation of my fears that would never happen. It had happened. This was just a replay. Putting me through it again, repeating the past and ripping me apart again.
 
   Sitting up, I brushed my sweaty hair out of my face and got out of bed. My television was still on, so I turned up the volume and turned on the lights. I wasn’t sleeping again tonight. My hand shook on the light switch and as I reached for a bottle of water.
 
   I had considered using sleeping pills to get me through the nights, but the nightmare still came, only in a warped fashion that was somehow even worse. So I was stuck this way. 
 
   I wanted to read, but I knew that would tire my eyes but not my brain, so I forced them to focus on the frenetic movements of the characters in one of my favorite shows. Reaching into the fridge, I grabbed an energy drink and took a couple of sips for good measure. I didn’t like the way it made me feel, all shaky and nervous, but it was better than having the nightmare again.
 
   Anything was better than that.
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   She was pale on Monday, as if she was sick, or hadn’t slept. I’d noticed that on the first day. That she had dark circles under her eyes all the time, just barely visible under a layer of makeup.
 
   It made me want to ask her to tell me why she wasn’t sleeping. It made me want to give her a hug. Hold her and tell her it was going to be okay. I wanted to do… something.
 
   I seized my moment when she was leaving. I’d taken the seat closest to the stairs and above her, so she’d have to walk by me when she left.
 
   Her eyes stayed on the steps as she ascended, both hands gripping her backpack straps, as if she needed something to hold onto.
 
   “Hey,” I said as she passed me. I knew she saw me.
 
   She didn’t answer, so I got out of my seat and walked behind her. No one else noticed our interaction; they were too busy with their own lives.
 
   “I’m not a stalker, I swear,” I said and it did the trick. She stopped and slowly pivoted around to face me.
 
   “What?” She met my eyes with hers and it nearly knocked the air out of my lungs. I had to swallow a few times and remind myself that she had no idea who I was.
 
   “I said that I’m not stalking you. In case you were worried I was going to show up at your dorm room in the middle of the night or something.” I tried to play it off like a joke, but it didn’t work very well.
 
   She blinked at me a few times and I thought she was going to turn her back on me again, but then she opened her mouth.
 
   “What’s your problem?” Well, that was a loaded question without an easy answer.
 
   “Nothing. I just… I don’t know.” I shrugged and her brows drew together in confusion. I’d thought so many times about getting to this point and now I was fucking it up again.
 
   “You just… think I’m cute? Want my number? Want to take me back to your room while your roommate is gone, bang me and then tell all your friends about it and never speak to me again?” 
 
   Whoa. Of all the things I expected her to say to me, none of those had crossed my mind. Her eyes darted around as people passed by. I was making myself late for my American Government class, but I didn’t give a shit at this moment. Because she was actually talking to me.
 
   “Uh, no,” I sputtered. It took me a second to regroup.
 
   “No? So what do you want from me?” She crossed her arms and I saw a hint of fire in her eyes that I’d never seen before.
 
   “I just want to buy you a cup of coffee. Or tea. Or whatever you might want to drink. That’s it.” I held my hands up and then dropped them to my sides.
 
   She narrowed her eyes and studied me for what felt like an eternity. 
 
   “You want to buy me a cup of coffee.” She didn’t phrase it like a question.
 
   “Yes,” I said. She uncrossed her arms and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “If I do this with you, will you do something for me?” I nodded even before she told me what it was. She could have told me to set myself on fire and I would have done it.
 
   “After we have coffee, you never speak to me again.” I agreed before I had time to think about it.
 
   She took a deep breath and shrugged.
 
   “Okay then. Let’s have coffee.”
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   She kept giving me darting glances as we walked the short distance to the little coffee shop next to the library. I wished we were walking slower, so I could have more time with her.
 
   “Aren’t you going to talk?” she asked.
 
   “I wasn’t sure if that was allowed,” I said and she shrugged again.
 
   “I don’t know what this is about, or what your motive is, or why you’re doing this. I’m not…” She trailed off and then shook her head as we reached the door. I held it open for her and she paused for a second before walking in, ducking her head so she wouldn’t have to make eye contact with anyone.
 
   Luck was in my favor as we found a table for two in the very back corner. Quiet and private, which was what I needed.
 
   “What would you like?” I asked her as she set her bag down and raked her hair back from her face with both hands.
 
   “I don’t care,” she said and for a moment I thought about calling it off. She just looked so tired, resting her head on her hand and closing her eyes for a second.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said and walked around the corner to the counter to order, hoping she’d still be at the table when I got back. 
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   I thought about leaving. Something about this whole incident seemed off. He didn’t appear to care about my name or anything else about me. Perhaps he was on some sort of mission; to reach out to the lost. Maybe he thought I needed saving. Little did he know, I was far beyond that.
 
   My curiosity got the better of me, so I waited for him to come back with the coffee. I didn’t plan on drinking whatever it was he brought me. My agreeing to come here with him was enough. He would have to live with that.
 
   He came back a few minutes later and in addition to two cups, he had a muffin and a scone on a plate.
 
   I wasn’t hungry.
 
   “I got you a green tea,” he said. Surprising. “I also got a latte, if you’d prefer that instead. And if you want something else, I can go get that.” I took the tea from his hand, our fingers just barely brushing. I almost jerked my hand back, but then the cup would have fallen and made this already awkward encounter worse.
 
   He set the plate down between us, as if he was waiting for me to choose what I wanted and then he’d take the leftovers. So I pushed the plate toward him and took a sip of my tea. It was perfect. Not too sweet and not too bitter.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” I said, but he didn’t touch the plate. Silence fell between us, punctured by the hum of everything around us. Plates and cups clinking. Laughter and conversation.
 
   “I’m guessing I should probably introduce myself,” he said after taking a sip of the latte.
 
   “That might be a start. Since you asked me to coffee without even asking me my name.” His eyes went wide and he coughed.
 
   “Right, of course. Well, I’m Coen LaCour.” He stuck his hand at me across the table. As if I was supposed to shake it like this was a normal meeting. I looked at the hand and waited for him to drop it. If I was too friendly, I was going to give him the wrong idea. He’d agreed to leave me alone after today, but I didn’t think, given his previous persistence, he would stick to the deal.
 
   I had to admit, I did like his name. It was unusual. Something you didn’t forget easily.
 
   Thinking I could at least give him the courtesy of my name, I spoke.
 
   “Ingrid. Ingrid Alexander.” He smiled a little. As if my name pleased him. He finally dropped his hand and then reached for the muffin.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Ingrid.” It was strange, hearing someone use my name. I didn’t hear it often anymore.
 
   “What do you want from me, Coen LaCour?” I asked, wrapping both hands around the cup. I wasn’t cold, but I needed something to do. Something to hold onto before I could get out of her and be alone again.
 
   He opened his mouth, thought better of it and then took a bite of muffin, chewing thoughtfully, as if deciding on the right words. I didn’t like that. I didn’t want him telling me words he thought I wanted to hear.
 
   “Right now, I just want to have coffee with you, Ingrid.” That didn’t answer my question.
 
   “Why?” I asked, looking directly into his green eyes. They were bright, even in this darkened corner.
 
   “Don’t you ever feel like doing something nice for someone?” Just as I suspected. I got to my feet, the chair scraping horribly against the slate tiles of the floor.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked, a hint of desperation in his voice. I didn’t like this. Not at all.
 
   “I’m leaving. I don’t need some stranger buying me tea because he feels sorry for me. Or he’s got a savior complex, or he’s trying to get extra karma points. My life is none of your business.” Standing there and looking at him just made me angrier. I had to get out of there.
 
   I stumbled away from him, but he grabbed my arm.
 
   “Let go of me!” I screamed. I was causing a scene, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to be left alone. Why couldn’t he leave me alone?
 
   “I’m sorry, Ingrid,” he said, raising his hands as if to surrender.
 
   “Fuck you,” I spat in his face and rushed out of the shop and straight back to my room, slamming the door behind me.
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   If there were an award for fucking things up with Ingrid, I was sure to win it. I just couldn’t seem to figure out what to do to break through. She had walls built on top of walls and for good reason. I understood why she insulated herself. Kept others away. I just… I needed to find a way to get through to her. I had to, or else all of this would have been for nothing.
 
   After the disaster at the coffee shop, I went back to my room and got on my computer. I spent the next few hours just staring at her Facebook page. She hadn’t updated it in months. The last few posts had been pictures of her with friends, or funny memes or jokes. 
 
   She’d been… normal. A normal eighteen-year-old girl with hopes and dreams and insecurities and a whole life planned out. 
 
   I clicked out of the tab and rubbed my face with my hands. It might be time to ask for some help.
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    “So you’re asking me, since you know I have game and you don’t,” Marty said that night. I’d bribed him with going off-campus and getting burritos at our favorite Mexican place. They were big enough for three people, so the bang was worth the buck.
 
   “I guess.” I’d told him I saw a cute girl in one of my classes, but that all my attempts to get her attention had been ignored. It was mostly true.
 
   He leaned back in his chair and smiled.
 
   “Well, well, well. This explains why you were all emo and weird last week. Okay, so tell me about her.” I didn’t want to, but I was desperate.
 
   “She’s shy and her name’s Ingrid and she’s in my economics class and she likes tea. That’s about it.” I knew a hell of a lot more than I was telling him, but I didn’t want to take any chances.
 
   “That’s it?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I mean, I’d thought at least there would be something that made her stand out.” Oh, there were plenty of things that made her stand out.
 
   “She’s just… You know how you meet someone and you just feel like you’ve known them for a long time? Or that you have so many things in common, it’s hard to believe? She’s like that. I just know.” 
 
   “You’ve got it bad, my friend,” he said, finishing his soda and waving to our server for another.
 
   “I don’t have anything. I just want to talk to her. Maybe be friends. She looks lonely.” Ingrid wasn’t lonely. Or I didn’t think she was. She chose to be alone, which was going to be far more difficult than lonely to overcome.
 
   “So how about bringing her a tea next class. You don’t say anything. Just hand it to her and walk away. You have to make her want to come to you. Going after her over and over is only going to push her further away.” I nodded, because it all made sense. Talking hadn’t worked well for me so far. Maybe it was time for actions instead of words.
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   I was so angry after the incident in the coffee shop that I stormed around my room for nearly an hour. Stormed isn’t quite the right word, because my room was so small that you could only take a few steps in any direction.
 
   The hot feeling boiled inside me and made my head feel like it was going to burst. I just wanted to make it stop. Make it stop, make it stop.
 
   I threw myself on my bed and was shocked to find there were tears on my pillow. I hadn’t cried in a long time. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time.
 
   How was it that this stupid boy had brought tears to my eyes? How dare he?
 
   I sat up and wiped my face. I had two options. I could either ignore him and keep taking the class, or I could email the professor and drop it. There was still time for me to do that without it penalizing my GPA. As if I cared about that, anyway.
 
   I wanted to drop the class. That would be the easiest thing to do, but my anger stopped me. I’d asked him to leave me alone and he was going to do that. Or face the consequences.
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   I was so early to class on Wednesday that I was one of the first students seated. I sat in the upper left corner of the lecture hall, which had views of all of the doorways and aisles.
 
   He was late. He was late, or he wasn’t coming. Just a minute before class started, he finally showed up, his face flushed and his hair blown back from his face, as if he’d been rushing. There was a disposable coffee cup in his hand. I put my head down and tried to sink in my seat. 
 
   Of course, he found me anyway, in the sea of nearly a hundred students. As if I was a beacon that he followed.
 
   He made his way over to my seat and held out the cup. I looked up at him in surprise. Before I could do or say anything, he set the cup on my desk and walked back down the steps to another seat near the front.
 
   “Let’s get started,” the professor said, picking up his chalk.
 
   The cup contained green tea again. I was apprehensive about drinking it, but then it smelled so good. I should have thrown it away, since taking and drinking it was probably a signal to him that he could continue to bother me. I’d lashed out at him yesterday and it hadn’t deterred him. I decided to try something different if he came up to me today.
 
   He didn’t. The moment class ended, he was up, taking the stairs two at a time, and out the door without another look at me.
 
   I sat there, shocked. 
 
   Coen LaCour was messing with my mind.
 
   I finished my tea and went to my next two classes in a bit of a confused haze. We’d started working on Frankenstein in English, which I was thrilled about. It was appropriate, given that Halloween was coming up.
 
   But even that couldn’t force my mind to focus on anything but Coen LaCour.
 
   Even when I was back in my room and working on a new poem, he was there in my thoughts and he started to spill out into the ink of my pen.
 
   The way you said my name.
 
   The line repeated over and over in my head. I refused to clutter up my notebook with something so ridiculous, so I closed my notebook and went back to re-reading Frankenstein.
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   On Friday, he was there again with tea, but this time he stood in the doorway for me. Without a word, he handed me the cup and walked into the room without another word.
 
   It was the same the next week. Monday, Wednesday, Friday. Three cups of tea with no words. Not even a smile. I thought about walking by him. I thought about throwing them in his face. I thought about screaming at him. I thought about doing a hundred other things.
 
   But I took them. Every time.
 
   He changed things up on me the following Monday. I took the tea, as usual, but then he also pushed a box into my other hand. I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on, but he folded my fingers around the box and then he was off again.
 
   Hoping it wasn’t a bomb, I took the tea and mystery box to my seat. No one was watching me and the chatter was loud enough to cover the crinkle of me unwrapping the box.
 
   When I got it unwrapped, I opened it to make sure what was in it was what it said on the outside.
 
   A Slinky. A silver Slinky. The kind of toy you could find at a shop that sold vintage things. You didn’t see many of them anymore.
 
   A Slinky. Why had he given me a Slinky? Such an odd present. I didn’t know what to make of it, which was perhaps part of his plan. I shifted it from hand to hand and then put it in my bag without looking up to see if he’d watched me open it.
 
   On Wednesday, there was another tea and another present. This time, it was a small Etch A Sketch. Once again, I didn’t know what to think. It was just so… strange. I put it on my desk when I got back to my dorm, right next to the Slinky. On Friday, a Rubik’s Cube was added to the collection.
 
   The following Monday, I had to say something. He had another present.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I asked when he tried to hand me the box and the cup of tea.
 
   I thought he was just going to set them both down and walk away, but he finally answered.
 
   “Because I want us to be friends.” My mouth totally dropped open. Of all the things he could have said, I didn’t expect that. At all.
 
   “You want to be my friend?” I asked, needing clarification.
 
   “Yes. I do. So that’s it.” 
 
   No, that wasn’t it. Coen LaCour had me completely flummoxed.
 
   “But why?” I asked, still not taking the items. If we didn’t get a move on, we were both going to be late.
 
   “Why does anyone do anything? Do I need a reason?” he asked.
 
   “Why me?” 
 
   “Why anyone?” He still wouldn’t answer my question. I was starting to get angry again.
 
   “Fine. Fine. You can go ahead and be my friend.” He obviously enjoyed the chase. By denying him, I’d only been prolonging it. Maybe if I gave him what he wanted, he’d realize that he didn’t want to be my friend after all.
 
   “Really?” he said and the hope on his face plucked a string somewhere deep inside of me. I didn’t like that feeling, but I’d be rid of him soon enough.
 
   “Whatever,” I said, taking the tea and present from him and walking into the room. He was right behind me and when I sat down, he sat next to me.
 
   “Friends sit next to each other in class,” he pointed out. He was right, so there was nothing I could say about it.
 
   “Aren’t you going to open it?” Coen gestured toward the present. I didn’t want to open it with him sitting right there. That was far too invasive.
 
   “Later,” I said, putting it in my bag and getting out my notebook and purple pen.
 
   “Okay,” he said and I hoped that would be the last thing he would say to me for the rest of class.
 
   No such luck.
 
   Five minutes later, he asked if he could borrow a pen. I almost smiled when I thought about him using one of my purple pens to take notes. Sure, he could borrow one of my pens.
 
   I handed it over to him, expecting him to give it back and ask me for another. He didn’t. He uncapped it and started taking notes, just like me. Soon, his paper was filled with purple writing. Just like mine.
 
   Class ended and he turned to me, holding the pen out.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I wanted to say something nasty, but I didn’t.
 
   “You can keep it. Might need it later,” I said and he looked down at it before slipping it in his bag.
 
   “Thanks. Again.” His face went a little red and I could feel myself blushing as well. I wasn’t used to interacting with people like this anymore.
 
   I packed up my bag and he stood aside to let me walk into the aisle ahead of him.
 
   “Friends walk each other to their next class,” he said as we exited the classroom.
 
   “Don’t you have class too?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, but it’s not for about twenty minutes. So I have time.” A brief smile flashed on his face and for a fraction of a second, I could see the tiny chip in his tooth. I couldn’t stop staring at that little imperfection. One small flaw. I was sure there were others, but I couldn’t see them. Little did he know, I was one giant flaw, barely held together with pain and regret.
 
   “Oh,” I said, turning in the direction of my calculus class. The walk from economics only took five minutes and I struggled with what to say for every second of that time.
 
   “So, what class do you have?” he asked. I wished I could explain to him just how difficult this was going to be for him, to try to be my friend.
 
   “Calculus,” I said. His legs were longer than mine, and he had to keep adjusting his stride so he didn’t walk too far in front of me.
 
   “You like math?” I shook my head.
 
   “Okay, you don’t like math. So what do you like?” I used to know. I wasn’t so sure anymore.
 
   “English. I guess.” That seemed like a safe answer.
 
   “So you like to read.” He didn’t phrase it as a question.
 
   “Sure,” I said. Coen nodded as if he was satisfied with the information.
 
   “What’s your favorite book?” I thought about rolling my eyes, but he was trying so hard. I couldn’t be too mean to him.
 
   “That’s not an easy question to answer,” I said as we reached the door of the math building.
 
   “This is me,” I said, pointing at the door. His face fell, as if he was disappointed that we couldn’t continue our riveting conversation.
 
   “Oh, yeah. Well, I guess I’ll see you on Wednesday.” His shoulders hunched and he shoved his hands in his pockets.
 
   “Okay. Yeah. Bye.” I didn’t wave, but I could feel him watching me as I walked in and shut the door between us.
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   So that wasn’t terrible. We talked. I added the fact that she liked books to the catalogue of things I already knew about her. I hadn’t been able to figure that out from her Facebook page. That was nice, to know something new.
 
   Her voice was stilted when she talked to me, as if making small talk was hard for her. Well, I hadn’t been the best at asking questions, so I couldn’t put her totally at fault for that. I’d have to look up some better questions to ask her next time.
 
   Next time. There was going to be a next time. I’d asked her if we could be friends and she hadn’t told me to go fuck myself. This was progress. Major progress. I had a grin on my face when I got back from class that night and Marty noticed it first thing.
 
   “You talk to her today?” he asked.
 
   “Yup. Sat next to her in class and walked her to her next one.” 
 
   “Nice!” Marty held his fist out and I pounded it with mine.
 
   “Next thing you know, you’ll be meeting her parents and trying to figure out what to get her for Valentine’s Day.” My smile fell, but I ducked my head so Marty wouldn’t see.
 
   “Yeah, maybe.” My phone rang and I looked at the screen to see who it was before I answered. Mom.
 
   “Hey,” I said.
 
   “Hi, sweetheart. How are you?” She was still having a hard time with the fact that I’d moved so far away. We talked nearly every day and I had to assure her that I was eating well and sleeping and taking care of myself since she couldn’t be there to do it all for me.
 
   “I’m good. How are you?” She said she was doing well and that Todd said hello and Ike was in trouble at school. Again. So everything was pretty much the same as when I’d left.
 
   “Make sure you check your mail, because I sent you a little something.” I hadn’t even been here for an entire semester and I’d already gotten five care packages. My mom was the type who put little notes in my lunchbox every day, telling me to have a great day. She also volunteered for the PTA and to make cupcakes and anything else people needed. Part of me wondered if she did it to make up for the life she lived before she had me.
 
   “Thanks, Mom. You didn’t have to do that. I’m fine.” She sighed.
 
   “I know you are, but I’m your mother and you’ll always be my baby. Even if you’re forty-five and married. I’m still going to nag you to eat well and try to sneak into your house to clean it. I can’t even think about the state of your dorm room right now.” I laughed, because she would definitely be appalled. And then get out the bleach and gloves.
 
   We chatted a little bit more before Marty asked if I wanted to eat dinner, so I said I loved her and hung up.
 
   “Your mom sounds awesome. I wish mine would send me care packages. She was so glad to get me out of the house that I’m pretty sure she’s turned my room into a craft cave or something.” He smiled, but I could tell there was something else underneath.
 
   “You should invite her this weekend,” Chuck said that night as they all asked how my progress with Ingrid was going. They might not know her name, but Marty had filled them in on the details, even after I’d repeatedly asked him not to. Couldn’t do much about it now.
 
   “To the Rho party? I don’t think so.” Definitely not. Ingrid was jumpy just talking to me, so I was pretty sure the last place she would want to go would be a frat party.
 
   “Why not?” Marty said, his fork scraping across his plate and causing us all to cringe.
 
   “She’s just not a party kind of girl. Maybe at some point, but not now.” A rumble of disapproval went around the table at what girl I could possibly be into that wouldn’t want to have fun at a party.
 
   I didn’t feel the need to explain Ingrid to them. They would never understand, so it was useless to try. Fortunately, the topic changed and they forgot about me.
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   On Wednesday, I waited outside the economics room with the usual cup of tea and a yo-yo, wrapped up in a box. The presents were dorky, but I didn’t care. I wanted her to remember me when we weren’t together.
 
   She approached me and I thought I almost saw a smile on her face. Almost. She didn’t smile often. Or laugh much. I think she stopped herself from doing it, which made me want to say something, but I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “After you,” I said when she’d taken the tea and the present from me. Every time she did, it felt like a victory.
 
   We sat down together and she looked like she wanted to say something to me, but stopped. 
 
   She pulled out a pen and I knew it was going to be purple. She always used purple pens. I’d lied when I said I didn’t have a pen. I just needed an icebreaker. Now I needed another one. There were still a few minutes before class, so I had a chance to talk with her. I was going to be the one to get the ball rolling. I almost wished Marty was here to tell me what to say. Like Cyrano de Bergerac.
 
   “You do the reading?” I asked and then cringed. Next time, I was going to rehearse beforehand. I wasn’t good at off the cuff.
 
   She blinked at me a few times and then looked down at her notebook.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” Pulling words out of her was a struggle and a challenge, but I collected each one and saved them. They were little steps in the right direction.
 
   “I think I fell asleep on my book three times,” I said and I thought I almost caught a smile again, but her hair was in the way. She always wore it down now. It had been longer in her other pictures and almost always in a bun or a ponytail.
 
   “Yeah, me too. I signed up for classes late, so this was one of my only choices,” she said and I wanted to pump my fist in the air.
 
   “Yeah? What’s your major?” This was another fact that was missing from her Facebook page. 
 
   “Undeclared right now.” I laughed.
 
   “Yeah, me too.” I had no idea what I wanted to do. I couldn’t see past the goal I had right now. I had to get there and then… who knew?
 
   “Guess we both don’t know what we’re doing.” She granted me a look and I savored those beautiful eyes. Her attention snapped away when our professor picked up his chalk and called class to order.
 
   Progress. We were making progress.
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   Coen was… persistent. He kept trying, even though I was awkward and strange and standoffish. It didn’t seem to bother him. I was sure he’d give up by now, but he was there, three days a week, even walking me to my next class after. Against my will (and better judgment), I started to look forward to seeing him. To seeing what he’d bring me. There was always a present and they were beginning to fill my dorm room. I couldn’t look anywhere without seeing one of his gifts.
 
   He’d moved from classic toys to board games, which were sometimes cumbersome to carry around, but I did it because what else was I going to do?
 
   I kept thinking that he was going to ask me out. Or at least ask me more personal questions. But he kept them fairly casual. About my classes and why I hadn’t chosen a major and whether or not I had a roommate and what TV shows I liked. I assumed he didn’t want to scare me off by asking deeper questions. I was more than fine with that.
 
   Still, it was strange that he didn’t seem to push for more. 
 
   Until two weeks later.
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   The previous Wednesday he’d given me a coloring book, so today it was colored pencils. I gave him one of my smiles. He deserved it in exchange for all the gifts. He would never know how much that smile cost me.
 
   “So, as much as I love sitting next to you in this class and walking you to calculus, I’d really like to maybe… have some coffee with you. Or not. Since it went so well last time.” His face went red and I couldn’t help but enjoy it.
 
   “Oh,” I said, wondering if he was asking me out, as in he wanted to go on a date, or if this was a friend thing. I’d been trying so hard to make sure he knew this was just a friend thing—and barely even that.
 
   “Sorry if that was too forward. I just thought I would ask. No pressure.” He turned away.
 
   “No, um, sure. We can do that. If you want.” My tongue got so tied around him sometimes. I blamed it on my lack of social interaction skills.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be coffee. We could go for a walk or go to a game or even just study at the library. Whatever you’re comfortable with.” He had been so patient. I was a little bit in awe of him for it and curious just how far he could take this.
 
   I considered for a moment, biting my bottom lip between my teeth. Sports were definitely out. I didn’t want to do the coffee/tea thing again either.
 
   “You wouldn’t mind doing homework with me at the library?” I asked. I always studied alone, but maybe it would be nice to have some non-annoying company. I wasn’t sure. Or maybe he would finally see how uninteresting I was and I could go back to being alone. 
 
   “Nope,” he said with a little smile. He was so upbeat, it was unnerving. I just wasn’t used to it anymore.
 
   “Um, how about Saturday? At two or something?” I’d planned to stay in my room like I usually did, but getting out for a few hours wasn’t going to kill me.
 
   “Sounds good,” he said, taking my purple pen from his bag. He’d used it every single class. I sighed and got out my own pen as class started.
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   The times that I wished I had someone to talk to were few and far between, but on Friday night, I wished for that someone. Someone who could help me analyze Coen’s behavior and help me figure out what it meant. What his endgame was. There was a reason he was doing this and it wasn’t just out of the goodness of his heart. .
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   I couldn’t remember the last time I cared about what clothes I put on in the morning, but I did on Saturday. That was also the day I realized that all my jeans had unintentional rips in them, and some of my shirts were completely threadbare. I finally found a pair of black jeans with rips in just the knees and paired it with a dark purple t-shirt over a black tank top, all underneath my favorite black jacket. I’d found it a few years ago at Goodwill and had fallen in love.
 
   Ivy had called it—
 
   I slammed the door on that thought before it could complete itself and grabbed my bag before heading out the door.
 
   He was there first, leaning against the wall, looking down at something on his phone. As if he sensed me watching him, he looked up and shoved the phone into his back pocket.
 
   “Hey,” he said, smiling at me as if I’d been the one to bring him a present. His hands were empty today. He must have noticed me looking because his smile grew.
 
   “Oh, yeah. I have something for you, but it’s in here,” he said patting his backpack. 
 
   “You didn’t have to bring me anything. I don’t expect it. You don’t have to bribe me to be your friend.” Pushing off the wall, he reached for the door to hold it open for me.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Coen’s present today turned out to be several bags of snacks including chips, cookies, granola bars, gummies and two bottles of water.
 
   “I didn’t know what you’d like, so I brought a little of everything.” He had to hide his stash because eating was strictly forbidden in the library, but we’d found a secluded corner and if we didn’t open the bags too loudly, we might be safe.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that,” I said again. He shrugged.
 
   “I thought it would make it more fun. Although, I’m not sure if anything can make our economics reading more fun. I also brought us both an energy drink just in case.” He did have a point. While economics might have been an interesting subject, our class and textbook turned it into something guaranteed to put anyone to sleep. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said, pulling out my books. Coen sat across from me, the table between us. I was used to him being beside me in class, or while we walked. Having him right in front of me was a little… distracting.
 
   “You hungry?” he whispered, leaning across the table. I took off my jacket and spread my books out.
 
   “Um, not right now. Maybe later.” He nodded and pulled out one of the granola bars and a bottle of water. He handed me the water and I shoved it in my bag so no one would see it. This was quite the covert operation.
 
   “So, what are you working on?” he asked, slowly and carefully unwrapping the bar while throwing glances around.
 
   “Um, economics, calculus, English and history.” I had a lot of stuff due in the next two weeks. Every one of my professors had assigned huge amounts of work at the same time, as if they’d planned it.
 
   “That’s intense.” He opened one of his books and took a bite of his granola bar, chewing with his mouth closed and hiding the rest of the bar under the table.
 
   “Yeah.” I hoped he wasn’t the kind of person who talked while he worked. Or hummed. Or tapped a pen on the table. I liked it quiet, or with music. I had my earbuds, but it seemed rude to put them in when I was with him. What was the etiquette here?
 
   I was about to tell him that I was going to start working, but he beat me to it and was soon absorbed in his own work, sneaking bites of the granola bar every couple of minutes.
 
   Seeing that as a sign, I focused on my own work and soon my fears proved to be unfounded. Coen was a quiet studier. The only noise he made, apart from breathing, was to turn a page, or scrawl something in his notebook, once again with my purple pen.
 
   Every now and then, he’d shift in his seat and I would remember that he was there. It startled me more than once, and I found myself glancing up at him while he was engrossed. This was the first time I could look at him without him being aware of it.
 
   His hair was always a mess, today especially, since he’d walked from his dorm to the library. I didn’t know for sure, but I didn’t think he used any styling products on it.
 
   Ripping my eyes away from the top of his head, I forced them back on my textbook. I had no right to stare at his hair. I didn’t know why I’d been looking at his hair. It was just hair. Hair on Coen’s head.
 
   He cleared his throat and I jumped.
 
   Smiling, he pushed a bag of gummies across the table toward me.
 
   “Thanks,” I said in a low voice. We’d been working for a while, and I was hungry. I took the bag and opened it as quietly as I could, after I checked the label to make sure they didn’t have any ingredients in them that I couldn’t eat.
 
   After polishing off the gummies, I realized I was really hungry, so I asked him for a bag of chips. He handed it over and we both went back to work again, but this time, I was captivated by his hands.
 
   The way they held the pen. The three freckles on the back of his left hand that formed a triangle. His fingers were thin. Not like some guys’ whose bulged at the knuckles and had chipped nails. No. Coen’s hands were nice. Just like his hair was nice. And his eyes were nice. 
 
   Just nice.
 
   “Are you checking me out?” he said, and I looked up into his eyes. Now he was the one staring.
 
   “N-no,” I stuttered, glancing back down at my textbook. I’d read the same page three times and had no idea what subject I was even working on.
 
   I hadn’t been checking him out, but I had been staring at various parts of him. I needed to stop that immediately.
 
   “Kind of looked like you were,” he said, turning a page in his book and raising one eyebrow. The one with the scar that cut through it like a pale bolt of lightning.
 
   “Well you’re wrong,” I snapped and regretted it. I’d been too defensive, which meant that I was upset with his accusation. Nothing I could do about it now.
 
   “Okay, sure,” he said and I could tell he was smiling. That wasn’t good. Coen being happy about me checking him out was a bad sign that this was starting to veer from friendship territory into something else. I could barely deal with the friendship aspect. Something more? No. Never.
 
   I thought about getting up and leaving, but that would have been even more suspicious, so I just went back to work and forced myself not to look at any part of him. Not his hands or his hair or his ears or his eyes.
 
   I finished the chapter of economics reading and moved on to my history textbook. We still hadn’t made it to the middle ages, so things were pretty grim. Except there were Vikings and so forth, which was good. When it came to history, I didn’t want to hear about the numbers. How many people had been killed in what battle in what year. That stuff didn’t mean anything, really. It was the stories of the people who had gone through it that were the important thing. But historians didn’t cram that into our books, so it was mostly dull reading.
 
   “You want to take a break?” Coen asked when I was halfway through the chapter and learning about how they built houses in Viking villages. We’d both been sitting for a while and I was starting to get stiff from the chair.
 
   “Sure,” I said, marking my place in my book before closing it.
 
   He stood and stretched his arms over his head, groaning a little. I didn’t let myself look at the little strip of his stomach that he revealed when his shirt rode up.
 
   “Want to go get some coffee? Or tea? I need to move around.” I didn’t really want to, but I agreed. We both packed up our stuff and headed back to the same coffee shop where our first disastrous meeting outside of class occurred. 
 
   “We can go somewhere else. I have a car. We could even go off campus if you want.” I shook my head. I wasn’t getting in a car with him. Walking around was fine, but driving crossed a line I wasn’t ready to cross. Didn’t think I’d ever be ready to cross with him.
 
   “Okay. Then let’s not sit where we were last time,” he said as he held the door for me. There was a table on the left by a little window, so he claimed that and then asked me what I wanted.
 
   “Peppermint tea,” I said. It was actually my favorite. Green was fine, but I preferred peppermint. He stared at me for a second.
 
   “What?” I asked, rolling my shoulders. My bag was heavy with all my books and I wasn’t looking forward to carrying it back up the hill to my dorm room.
 
   “Do you hate green tea? Have you been drinking it just to be nice?” I smiled again. I couldn’t help it. The notion was ludicrous.
 
   “Yes, I’ve been drinking tea that I hate for weeks so someone I’ve just met won’t feel bad. No, I just like peppermint better, that’s all.” He closed his eyes and then shook his head.
 
   Now what?
 
   “You’re an enigma, Ingrid,” he said and a wave of heat went through me when he said my name.
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   I liked her name. It was old-fashioned and unusual. It was a name you remembered. Matched her perfectly.
 
   I felt like a dumbass for the whole tea thing. I should have asked instead of just shoving it in her face. When I got back to the table with her peppermint tea and my latte and a plate with two cupcakes on it, she was staring out the window and I let myself look at her for a moment. I had to be careful with my glances. Couldn’t stare at her too much and risk making her feel uncomfortable.
 
   There was just something about her that drew the eye. Something that radiated out of her and settled around you when you were with her, wrapping you up together. Even if she didn’t say anything, it was there.
 
   “Peppermint tea and I wasn’t sure what kind you’d like so I got red velvet and vanilla with chocolate frosting.” I couldn’t imagine a world where she didn’t like cupcakes.
 
   She eyed them warily.
 
   “I’m vegan.” Well, shit. I should have known that. Why didn’t I know that?
 
   “Oh,” I said, looking down at the cupcakes. “Hold on. I’ll be right back.” I took the cupcakes back and exchanged one of them for a vegan vanilla cupcake with frosting and brought the plate back over.
 
   “That one’s vegan,” I said, pointing to it. Her eyes went wide for a second.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that. I know it’s a pain to eat out with me.” She looked down, as if she was embarrassed.
 
   “Hey, it’s no big deal. I was just lucky that they had a vegan cupcake. It looks pretty good.” I didn’t really know what vegan meant. Were they the ones who still ate fish? Or were they the ones who didn’t eat anything that was made from an animal or something? I wanted to ask, but it seemed rude so I didn’t.
 
   “How long have you been vegan?” That was a safer question. She sipped her tea and winced, as if it was too hot.
 
   “Um, five years, I think? I’ve pretty much got the hang of it now, but it’s still difficult sometimes to go places and not be able to eat anything on the menu.” Yeah, that definitely did suck, but she must have good reasons, or she wouldn’t be doing it.
 
   “Coen?” she asked, after a few moments of silence. I was dying to have my cupcake, but I wasn’t going to make a move before she did.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked, looking up from my latte. She took a deep breath and looked into her cup.
 
   “You know this isn’t a date, right?” The words came out fast, and I almost didn’t understand what she’d said.
 
   “Oh, no. I know this isn’t a date. We’re just friends. I think.” I still wasn’t sure. She’d said we could be friends, but I still got the impression if she never saw me again, she’d be fine with that.
 
   “Good,” she said, relieved. I needed her to believe that I wasn’t in this to get in her pants. That wasn’t, nor would ever be, my intention with her. Never. That was so unimportant in the face of everything else.
 
   I shouldn’t have flirted with her in the library, but the words just came out. I’d have to be more careful now.
 
   At last, she picked up the cupcake and swiped her finger in the frosting before putting it in her mouth.
 
   To distract myself from watching her, I picked up my cupcake, broke it in half and then put it together again so the frosting was in the middle, like a sandwich.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked me.
 
   “This is the only way to eat a cupcake,” I said, taking a bite and showing her. “Then you get an even amount of frosting and cake and it doesn’t get all over your face or crumble.” She shook her head at me for a moment, but then split her cupcake in half and did the same.
 
   “You’re right,” she said after she took a bite. “That’s so much easier.” 
 
   “Well, you learned something today so it’s not a total loss,” I said, joking, but she set her cupcake down and frowned.
 
   “I’m not very good at being a friend. You should probably find someone else,” she said in a quiet voice. 
 
   “Hey,” I said, to get her to look up at me. “You’re doing fine. And I don’t want someone else as a friend. I picked you. So deal with it.” Once again, I’d meant to make her smile or laugh, but she did neither.
 
   “Okay,” she said and then picked up her cupcake again.
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   We spent two hours together and when it was time for her to go back to her dorm room, I didn’t want to say goodbye. I’d see her on Monday, but I always had this fear that when she left me, she’d disappear. I’d go to class and she wouldn’t be there. Gone. 
 
   “Well, I’m this way,” she said, pointing toward her dorm. Mine was in the opposite direction, but it was getting dark and I didn’t think it was good for her to walk alone on a Saturday night. Call me sexist, but I didn’t trust anyone. 
 
   “Would you mind if I walked you? At least part of the way?” She didn’t answer right away, and I could tell she was turning it over in her mind.
 
   “I guess. Okay,” she said, nodding. Good.
 
   It was different when we were walking together. This part of the campus was quiet now, since a lot of students had gone home, or weren’t around. Every now and then, our shoulders would brush. Or rather, her shoulder would brush up against my arm. She was small, maybe only about five feet. Even though I was only five-nine, I felt like a giant next to her.
 
   “So what are your plans for the rest of the night?” I asked.
 
   “Um, I don’t know. More homework, I guess.” It wasn’t a surprise that she didn’t have anything social planned.
 
   “Well, that doesn’t sound like very much fun,” I said. 
 
   “Whatever,” she said, shrugging one shoulder. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Not much. Just hang out with my roommate. He’s cool. I think you’d like him.” I was going out with Marty later to a party, but I wasn’t going to mention that to her. 
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “I don’t really have friends,” she said. “I mean, other than you. I just… I’m not a fan of people.” That was an understatement. I almost laughed.
 
   “It just means you’re more selective. I feel honored that I passed your standards.” More than she could know.
 
   “Well, you were persistent. It was either give in or try and ignore you for the rest of the semester. No one’s ever worked that hard to be my friend before. You’re going to be disappointed.” I shook my head. She had such a low opinion of herself.
 
   “Well, I like a challenge. And I think that anything worth having is worth working for. And… you looked like you could use a friend.” She flinched and I knew I’d said the wrong thing.
 
   “I don’t need pity friends,” she said, a bitter edge in her voice.
 
   “That’s not what I meant, Ingrid. I really just want to be your friend. That’s it. No ulterior motive.” My stomach dropped at the lie. I did have an ulterior motive and someday, she would know why. Someday, but not today.
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” she said and I had a moment of sick terror. What if she figured it out? It was possible that she could.
 
   “Well, it’s the truth.” The second lie made me feel even sicker, but these lies were necessary right now. For me and for her.
 
   We reached a cluster of dorms and she pointed to one.
 
   “This is me. Um, thanks for walking me. And for the tea and the cupcake. I’ll see you on Monday?” She turned and stared at me for a second. As if trying to figure me out. 
 
   “See you on Monday,” I said with a smile and a wave as I turned to make the journey back to my building. 
 
   Ingrid wasn’t stupid. She was smart as a whip and I was going to have to be more careful.
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   I couldn’t figure him out. There just had to be more to it than just picking a random sad girl to be friends with. When I got back, I let my mind go crazy with all the possibilities. That this was some sort of elaborate way to convert me to a religion. That he’d lost a bet. That he was a vampire looking for his next victim. No idea was too wild, but even that didn’t help me figure anything out.
 
   Still, it meant that now I was definitely going to stay friends with him, if only to solve the mystery. Shaking my head at myself, I pulled up my picture app to put in my latest poem. A lot of people on Instagram took a picture to go with their poem and edited the hell out of it. I didn’t have any Photoshop skills, so I just used a nice typewriter font on a background that looked like old paper. Simple and classic. Nothing special, but I liked to let the words speak for themselves.
 
   After I finished, I looked at my bookshelves. All the books were classics and I still didn’t feel like they belonged to me. They belonged to my…
 
   No. I didn’t need to dredge up memories and pain. Turning away from them, I grabbed my remote and decided to watch a movie instead.
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   I was in the communal bathroom on Sunday when another girl came in. I’d seen her around, so I knew she also lived on this floor.
 
   “Hey,” she said, giving me a smile. 
 
   “Hey,” I said back, meeting her eyes in the mirror. She still had her pajamas on: a tank top with a strip of bacon on it and pants with the same pattern. Cute.
 
   “I like your pajamas,” I said, in a freak moment of friendliness. She looked down at them and grinned.
 
   “Thanks.” Figuring I should make a quick getaway, I gathered up my things in the basket I kept my bathroom items in and left before I could say anything else.
 
   I wasn’t friend material.
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   Monday morning I woke up and just couldn’t get out of bed. My body ached and I had barely slept. Going to class was the last thing on my mind, so I decided to skip. This was the first time I’d done so, but I figured one day wasn’t going to matter. I’d just email my professors claiming some sort of bug and get my assignments sent to me.
 
   Coen was going to be waiting for me, but I had no way to contact him to tell him I wouldn’t be there. Oh, well. Didn’t matter. He could drink my tea and give me the present on Wednesday.
 
   The rest of the day I spent flipping through the channels on TV and eating peanut butter out of the jar with a spoon. I used to eat much better but now I forgot most of the time until I was absolutely starving and nearly to the point of passing out. Maybe I should go get some groceries.
 
   Grabbing my coat, I slipped on some shoes and headed out to the parking lot where my car was. Yet another item that wasn’t mine. I was sure some of the other students were jealous that I got to drive a black BMW SUV, but they didn’t know the circumstances behind me having it.
 
   The moment I opened the door of the car, I was assaulted by familiar smells and I almost slammed it shut and went back to my room. I breathed until the smell dissipated a little and then got in, gritting my teeth.
 
   I drove the five minutes it took to get to the grocery store with my hands clamped on the steering wheel. I hated driving this thing. Why had I decided to do this? 
 
   As soon as I left the car, I could breathe again. Shaking myself, I walked toward the front of the store and grabbed a cart. The store had a surprisingly diverse vegan section, so I was able to find crackers, cookies, cereal and bread. I swung by the dairy section and got cashew milk before grabbing some more peanut butter, apples, oranges, carrot sticks, vegan jam and, on a whim, some protein powder.
 
   I collapsed when I got back, not even bothering to unpack my grocery bags. Still, I needed to shower, so I got my stuff together and headed to the bathroom. The girl from the other day with the bacon pajamas was blow-drying her hair.
 
   “Hey,” she said again. I said it back and walked toward the showers, but she said something else that made me stop. She clicked off the blow dryer.
 
   “You live down the hall, right? In 406?” I stopped walking and wasn’t sure what to say.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” I said, wondering if I should be friendly and use a smile on her. 
 
   “Cool, I’m Lacey. I’m in 410. You’ve got a single, right?” I nodded and she sighed.
 
   “I’m so jealous. My roommate is nuts. Like, I think she’s watched too many shows about witches and has decided that she is one. I mean, I’m open minded, but when I wake up in the middle of the night and she’s standing over black candles and chanting, I have to draw the line.” She laughed and I decided to give her a smile. 
 
   “Wow,” I said.
 
   “Yeah.” Now it was my turn to introduce myself.
 
   “Ingrid,” I said. She ran the brush through her long red hair. It shaded toward blonde and looked natural. She also had warm brown eyes and freckles across her nose. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Ingrid. Let me know if you ever want to hang out or something. Although, we should probably do it in your room since mine is slowly being turned into coven or something.” She laughed.
 
   “Yeah, sure.” I wasn’t going to take her up on it, but it was nice of her to offer. No one had offered to be my friend in a long time. I didn’t count Coen, because he had a reason. Even if I hadn’t figured it out yet.
 
   “Cool, I’ll see you around.” She turned the blow dryer on again and went back to working on her hair and I headed for the shower.
 
   Maybe now that I was friendly with Coen, I was putting out the vibe that made others want to be friends with me. Strange.
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   On Wednesday, I was apprehensive about economics. I didn’t know how Coen was going to react to me being gone on Monday.
 
   When he saw me walking toward him, I thought for a second he was going to run forward and grab me up in his arms, as if we hadn’t seen each other in years. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, but his eyes darted all over me, as if he was looking for an injury.
 
   “Hey, sorry about Monday. I wasn’t feeling good and I didn’t have a way to tell you. So.” He tried to blow it off, but I could tell he was upset about something. He hadn’t brought my tea this morning, but he did have a present that he handed to me as we sat down together.
 
   A box of crayons.
 
   “Sorry about the tea. I was a little distracted this morning.” He looked down at his hands, clenching and unclenching them.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, putting the crayons in my bag. “Sorry about Monday.” He waved that off.
 
   “Hey, shit happens. It’s not a big deal at all. How are you feeling?” Our professor started talking.
 
   “Fine,” I whispered.
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   Coen was off the rest of the week and I quickly figured out it had little to do with me. He was so out of it that I asked him if he wanted to study with me again on Saturday.
 
   “Oh, yeah, sure. That sounds great. Um, maybe you’d like to come over to my place. You could meet Marty.” The fear must have shown on my face, because he laughed.
 
   “Okay, okay. Never mind. The library.” I bit my lip and considered. I would meet his roommate eventually. And I was going to have to get closer to Coen if I was ever going to find out why he was trying to be friends with me. Maybe I could even look for clues in his room.
 
   “No, that’s fine,” I said and it seemed to take him by surprise. He hid a grin and then nodded.
 
   “Oh, and just so you can keep in touch with me,” he said, stopping and pulling one of his notebooks out of his bag. I watched as he tore off a piece of paper, wrote something on it and then handed it to me.
 
   “That’s my cell number. You know, just in case plans change.” Oh. I looked down at it and realized that it was my turn to give him my number. I couldn’t remember the last time I actually used my phone to make a call or send a message. It was purely for distracting myself when I had moments alone.
 
   With my hand shaking a little, I took the pen from him and did the same, writing my number on a piece of paper and handing it to him. He hid another smile.
 
   “Great. So how about I meet you in front of the library and we can walk to the dorm,” he said. 
 
   “Sounds good,” I said, even though all I could think of were all the things that could go wrong. I slipped his number in my pocket and thought about using it to text him and call the whole thing off. But then he’d probably just ask the next weekend and the one after and it would happen anyway. Plus, there was always the chance that I could learn something useful about him.
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   I was so nervous as I walked down to the coffee shop the next day. It was cold, so I’d added gloves and a scarf along with my jacket. He was there, waiting for me, two paper cups in his hands. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, coming forward and handing me a cup. “I thought you might want something to warm up.”
 
   I took the cup from him and it warmed my hands instantly.
 
   “Thanks.” I sipped and the peppermint tea was just the right temperature. Not hot enough to burn my mouth, but hot enough to melt away the chill.
 
   “So I should warn you about Marty,” he said as we walked in the opposite direction of my building.
 
   “Oh?” I said, definitely regretting that I’d agreed to do this.
 
   “He’s a little… friendly. Like, not in a bad way. But he treats everyone like they’re already friends. He’s also not a fan of keeping his voice down, so there’s that. And… well, you’ll see.” He laughed at my shocked face.
 
   “It’ll be fine. He’s a great guy. We’ve only been friends since this summer, but I feel like we’ve known each other forever. You know?” I was about to say that I did, but kept my mouth shut and shook my head.
 
   We both sipped our drinks as we walked back to his place. I hoped he wasn’t a slob. Not that I was a neat freak. It was easy to be clean when you barely had anything. Except now I had a lot more things, thanks to Coen.
 
   He lived on the second floor of one of the older buildings on campus. We took the stairs and then walked down almost all the way to the end of the hall.
 
   “Here we are,” he said, using his keycard to open the door.
 
   It was almost exactly as I expected. Semi-messy. Cluttered. Very much like two guys lived in it.
 
   “Hey, you must be Ingrid,” a black guy lounging on the other bed said, getting to his feet and coming over to shake my hand. He was tall. Taller than tall. I nearly had to break my neck in half to look up at him.
 
   “Wow, aren’t you a tiny one,” he said with a laugh as his hand swallowed up mine.
 
   “Uh, thank you?” I said as he let my hand go and flexed it a few times to get the feeling back. He hadn’t been gentle with the handshake.
 
   “Come on in, come on in,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder and ushering me inside. 
 
   “Cool it, Marty,” Coen said with a sharp look. Marty raised his hands in surrender.
 
   “Okay, okay. Sorry, I can be a little hands-on. Well. It was nice to meet you, but I’ve got to head to the gym. This body wasn’t built in a day,” he said, laughing as if he’d made the funniest joke ever. I just stared at Coen, who shrugged. He had warned me, I suppose.
 
   Marty was out of there faster than a blink. I half expected to see a cloud of dust in his wake, like in a cartoon.
 
   “Sooo, that’s my roommate,” Coen said with a shrug as the door slammed.
 
   “He’s… nice,” I said, not sure what else to call him.
 
   “Yeah, he takes a little bit of getting used to. But he’s a good guy to have around. Anyway,” he said, stepping back. “Do you want something other than tea? I, um, went to the store and found some vegan stuff.” He went to his mini fridge and picked up a few boxes, showing them to me.
 
   “Oh, wow. You didn’t have to do that.” I’d brought my own snacks this time, since I’d bought groceries the previous Sunday.
 
   “Yeah, but I figured eating better wasn’t a bad thing.” I was pretty sure that was a lie, but the gesture was… sweet. Very sweet. 
 
   He’d made up his bed like a couch, with pillows so we could sit on it. I set my bag down and sat on the bed, sliding until my back was against the wall. Coen took the space next to me. I wished we were in the library. There were no beds in the library.
 
   He smiled at me and handed me the box of vegan cookies. They were my favorite kind, actually.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, opening them and taking out a few.
 
   “I don’t know how you do it,” he said, taking a few after I handed him the box.
 
   “Do what?” 
 
   “Eat vegan. I looked it up online because I couldn’t really remember what it was about and shit. It’s hardcore. You don’t eat a lot of tofu, do you?” I almost laughed. Almost. 
 
   “No, I don’t. I’ve never been a fan. But there are tons of things that are vegan. It’s more acceptable now and easier to find in the stores. Plus, I can order things online if I need to.”
 
   “Cool,” he said, reaching for the box. I passed it to him and our fingers bumped during the exchange. I tried to ignore it.
 
   “We should probably get to work,” I said, stating the obvious. Coen munched a few cookies and agreed. We each pulled out our respective work and I realized how quiet the room was. At least in the library, there were people walking by and I had my music. It seemed rude to bring it out when it was just the two of us.
 
   “Do you maybe want some music?” he asked, getting up. I swallowed hard. He must have read my mind.
 
   “Sure,” I said, wondering what the hell he was going to play. I didn’t think we would have the same taste at all. He scrolled through his phone and then a smile flickered on his face before he set it in a dock with speakers and “Set Fire to the Third Bar” by Snow Patrol started to play. 
 
   “Is this okay?” he asked over the music.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. He couldn’t possibly know that I loved this song. He came back to the bed and handed me a little remote.
 
   “If there’s anything you want to skip, go ahead. I’m a little bit of a music junkie, so I’ve got a little of everything.” Interesting. I wondered how many other songs I liked that he would have. He sighed and picked up one of his textbooks, opening it on his lap. I did the same as the song ended and switched to “Starlight” by Muse. Two songs. Two songs that I loved.
 
   We turned pages and scanned words and the music played on. Muse to Sam Hunt to Taylor Swift to Frank Sinatra to Tom Petty. There wasn’t one song that I hadn’t listened to before. The more songs played, the more I was distracted from what I was supposed to be doing. Coen was diligently reading, turning pages and highlighting, taking notes and working.
 
   I reached for the box of cookies and it knocked over, spilling out onto the comforter.
 
   “Oh, sorry,” I said, trying to pick them up and shove them back in the box. There were crumbs everywhere.
 
   “No big,” he said, hopping up and clearing off the bed before sweeping the crumbs into his hand and dumping them in the trash. Before we sat down again, he shook out the comforter.
 
   “I’ll vacuum later,” he said, as if I’d criticized him. I definitely wasn’t one to talk about keeping my own room spotless. Most of the time cleaning was the last thing I wanted to do, so I avoided it at all costs.
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” I said and he gestured to the now-clean bed. I sat down again, but he seemed… jumpy.
 
   “Do you want anything else? I have soda and stuff.” He opened the mini fridge and gestured to several rows of cans.
 
   “Sure,” I said and he grabbed me a Coke, as well as one for himself.
 
   Our hands touched again with the handoff and I found myself getting more and more aware that it was just the two of us here in this small room.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. I’d been staring at the can without opening it.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said, cracking it open and taking a sip, spilling a drop on my shirt.
 
   “We can go back to the library if you’re uncomfortable. Or down to the study lounge. The chairs are all broken and the couch smells like feet, but…” I shook my head.
 
   “No, this is fine. I’m just… I’m not used to being around another person. I know how that sounds, but it’s the truth. I don’t have a roommate, or friends.” I couldn’t believe I was telling him this. He leaned against his desk and he had the strangest expression on his face. Like he wanted to tell me something. I had to look away from him.
 
   “You’re just a loner. There’s nothing wrong with that.” I shook my head. He was just being nice.
 
   “There’s a lot wrong with it and I don’t think you’d find anyone who would argue with me on that point.” He opened his mouth to say something and then snapped it shut before taking a sip of soda.
 
   “Well, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you and I’d fight anyone who said otherwise. So there.” His jaw was tight, as if he was gritting his teeth.
 
   Why did he care so much? Sure we were friends (sort of), but he knew nothing about me. Just a few weeks of spending time together did not a friendship make. The semester would end and we wouldn’t have class together anymore and that would be it. He’d drop me and go back to his regular life doing whatever it was that he did.
 
   To break the tension, I set my textbook back on my lap. Coen came back over and sat down.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   I looked up. His eyes were so green. I’d never seen anyone with irises like that before.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For making you feel weird. Sometimes I say things and then realize that they might not be the best things to say, but you can’t unsay something. You know?” He was nervous, his words coming out in a jerky rush.
 
   “It’s fine, Coen. I’m fine.” The more he talked, the more I wanted to leave. This had been a bad idea.
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   I was blowing it again. She was just so skittish when it came to people talking to her, or taking an interest in her, or just plain being nice to her. I didn’t for a second believe that she was broken beyond repair. Life had definitely banged her around, left her with bruises, but anyone with eyes could see that she wasn’t broken. She was the strongest person I’d ever met. Well, except for maybe Mom.
 
   I thought the cookies would help, but she was still just as ready to bolt as ever. I couldn’t seem to find a good way to get through to her and make her want to stay.
 
   “Maybe we should watch a movie or something,” I suggested. I’m pretty sure neither of us has actually completed any assignments.” I knew I hadn’t, and it was a long time since she turned a page in her book. 
 
   “Shouldn’t we do homework?” she said, and I could feel her slipping away. She hadn’t moved, but she was definitely heading toward the door.
 
   “We can do both. I mean, if you want to.” I gripped the edge of my desk and hoped she couldn’t see how much I wanted her to stay. I was not going to beg. That would definitely send up red flags for her and that was the last thing I wanted to do.
 
   “Okay,” she said and I breathed a little sigh of relief, although I was kicking myself for not having a better selection. A lot of my Blu-rays were at home.
 
   “How about this?” she asked, holding up the case for That Awkward Moment. I wondered if she’d seen it before, or if she had just grabbed it because Zac Efron was on the cover of the case.
 
   “Works for me,” I said. It was a funny movie. I always lost it when the guys took Viagra and then had to piss lying across the toilets.
 
   “I’ve never seen this,” she admitted after I put the Blu-ray in and grabbed the remote.
 
   “It’s funny. And, you know, it has Zac Efron in it. If you’re into that sort of thing.” Great, now she was going to think I was gay. Not that there was anything wrong with that.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. All I see when I look at him is that horrible haircut he had in High School Musical and it makes my brain hurt.” Whoa. That was funny. Ingrid just said something funny. I laughed in surprise and handed her the remote.
 
   “I never saw those movies. They, ah, weren’t really my thing.” She hit Play on the movie and nodded.
 
   “Yeah, they weren’t mine, either. I just watched them because my—” She cut herself off. I was pretty sure I knew what she was going to say in the rest of that sentence, but I had to pretend like I didn’t.
 
   “Because?” I said and she shook her head.
 
   “Never mind.” Her lips formed a thin line and her eyebrows drew together.
 
   “Look, Ingrid, I get that you have stuff you don’t want to talk to me about. It’s okay. I’m not going to push you to tell me all your dark secrets.” She looked down at the remote.
 
   “Most people would want to know. They’re always curious.” 
 
   “Hey,” I said, touching her shoulder. She jerked with the contact.
 
   “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to know, but you can tell me when you’re ready. If you ever are. I just like hanging out with you and I don’t want you to feel obligated to tell me or not tell me anything. I just like being around you.” I clenched my teeth together and hoped that she wouldn’t read too much into what I’d said.
 
   “I don’t know why,” she said in a whisper.
 
   I sighed.
 
   “I can’t explain it. I just… I just want to be your friend. That’s it.” Lie, lie, lie. It burned in the back of my throat, but I couldn’t let it out.
 
   “That’s crazy. No one wants to be my friend.” She let out a little breathy laugh. This definitely wasn’t funny.
 
   “Well. I do. So there.” She looked up and I swore I saw a tear on her cheek. It took everything in me not to brush it away. 
 
   “We’re missing the movie,” I said, pointing to the TV.
 
   She nodded and surreptitiously wiped the tear away.
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   We started out watching with at least a foot and a half of space between us, but somehow, by the end, our shoulders were a fraction away from touching. I kept picturing her sighing and leaning on my shoulder and then me putting my arm around her. I wanted to hold her so much. Just hold her. That was it. I’d never wanted anything that badly. I almost shook with it.
 
   She barely laughed at all, but I did hear her once or twice. It was more laughter than I’d heard from her in the previous weeks combined. I counted that as a victory, even if she was laughing at the antics of the characters in the movies instead of me. It was a little step in the right direction.
 
   When the credits rolled, she turned to me. Her face was more open than I’d seen it in a while. Relaxed. It looked good on her.
 
   “Thanks, that was fun,” she said. Our faces weren’t very far apart at all. If she was another girl, I would have leaned in and kissed her. But she wasn’t another girl. She was Ingrid, and she was important. I couldn’t screw this up. I would hate myself for the rest of my life if I did.
 
   “Do you, um, want to watch another movie?” I asked, choking a little on my words and looking away from her unbelievable eyes. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. They were so mesmerizing.
 
   I felt her hesitate, but then she nodded.
 
   “Sure.”
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   We got snacks and then I pulled up Netflix. I let her scroll through and pick what she wanted. I didn’t care what it was. We could watch a movie about paint drying and I would have loved it.
 
   “Have you ever seen the show Justified?” she asked. I’d never watched it, but it had been in my recommendations for a while.
 
   “No, is it good?” She nodded and clicked on the first episode.
 
   “It gets a little bloody at some points, but it’s really good.” I raised an eyebrow and she shrugged.
 
   “What? I like Timothy Olyphant.” Ah. So that was the kind of guy she went for.
 
   “Interesting,” I said, pretending to stroke a beard on my chin.
 
   She bumped my shoulder with hers.
 
   “Shut up.” 
 
   Now she was being playful. Yet another side of Ingrid that I hadn’t seen yet. 
 
   “Okay, okay,” I said, putting my hands in the air in surrender. She bit her bottom lip and I thought it was to keep from smiling. Like she was only allowed to smile a few times a day or something. It was my new mission in life to get her to smile as much as possible. And to laugh. I wanted her to let herself laugh.
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   Against my will, I was letting myself get more comfortable with Coen. I could feel it happening, but I couldn’t stop it. Fighting it was just too much work. He had an easy way about him that washed over me and brought me out of myself. Or perhaps brought me back to the person I used to be, but wasn’t anymore.
 
   It was an illusion, though. I couldn’t be that girl ever again. Not even with him. I was someone else now.
 
   Coen ended up loving the show, and we got through three episodes before I realized I’d been in his room all day and it was time for dinner. I wasn’t going to say anything, but then my stomach growled. The snacks had been several hours ago and I wanted some real food.
 
   “Oh, shit, I didn’t realize what time it is,” Coen said, jumping up from the bed and rushing to the fridge. He raked his hand through his hair, making the curls straighten and then bounce back on themselves, settling into place.
 
   “Um, I don’t have… anything.” There were only soda cans and bottles of water in his fridge.
 
   “That’s okay, I should probably get back anyway.” I started to get up, but he held his hand up for me to stop. He went to his desk and pulled something out. Menus.
 
   “Okay, I have a bunch of menus, but I don’t know what places have something you can eat, so you pick and I’ll order it.” He fanned out the menus and held them toward me, like a giant deck of cards.
 
   “No, you don’t have to do that. It’s not a big deal. I have food back at my place.” He shook his head and just shoved the menus between us.
 
   “No way, it’s not a big deal. Besides, I should learn more about vegan food. Teach me, Yoda.” The Star Wars reference was so nerdy that it made me want to smile and laugh, but I didn’t.
 
   “Fine,” I said with a sigh, taking the menus from him. I scanned through them all. I hadn’t tried eating much off-campus yet, so I had no idea which places were vegan-friendly. My assumption was that I’d have to get a salad without dressing to have anything to eat, but I was pleasantly surprised that one of the local pizza places offered a vegan and gluten-free pizza, along with salads and vegan dressing.
 
   “Sounds good,” Coen said, taking the menu from me and dialing the number on his phone with no hesitation. Not everyone was a fan of vegan food and it was going to be awkward when the pizza arrived and he had to pretend he liked it. I wished he hadn’t asked me to stay.
 
   “It’ll be here in a half an hour,” he said, ending the call and tossing his phone back on the bed.
 
   “You’re probably not going to like it,” I said, but he flopped back on his bed next to me.
 
   “Or maybe I will. Maybe I’ll like it better than regular pizza. Don’t be so quick to make assumptions about people, Ingrid. They can surprise you sometimes.” I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to argue with him.
 
   He sat up again. “Do you want another soda?” I nodded and he brought me one.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” he said, one of his fingers tapping against the top of the can like it was a drum. My stomach twisted. I didn’t think I was going to like what he said.
 
   “Yeah,” I said anyway. I was curious.
 
   “Why don’t you… I mean… Is there a reason you don’t want to have friends?” He stuttered and his voice shook with each word. His finger tapped faster on the can until I wanted to put my hand over it to make him stop.
 
   This was a question he wasn’t going to get an answer to. Not a real one, anyway. But for now, I could give him a little something. An almost-truth. Close, but not quite there.
 
   “I don’t know. I just… I don’t really like most people and they don’t seem to like me. It’s just easier being on my own.” His finger stopped tapping and I could feel his eyes riveted on my face as I stared down at my hands, wrapped around my soda can.
 
   “But how do you know if people will like you if you don’t even give them the chance?” I knew he was going to say that. I shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know, I just do.” I looked up and silently pleaded with him to drop it.
 
   “Well, I think you’re missing out,” he said, taking a swig of his soda. I was saved from answering by his phone buzzing. He typed something out and then set it back down.
 
   “What was that?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing. Just Marty.” Oh. I’d completely forgotten about him. He’d been kicked out of his room all day. I was sure he hadn’t spent all that time at the gym.
 
   “Oh, is he wanting to come back? He can, if he wants.” I didn’t really want him to, but it wasn’t my right to keep him out of his own room.
 
   “No, he’s going to hang out with some of the guys, so it’s fine.” I wanted to argue about it, but it wasn’t worth it. I was hungry and vegan pizza was on the way. It would be bad to leave now and stick Coen with all the food.
 
   We drank our sodas and watched more Justified and then Coen got a text that the pizza had arrived. He told me to sit tight while he went downstairs to get it.
 
   I didn’t know how long it was going to take to give the pizza guy the money and bring the food back, but I didn’t think it was going to take more than a few minutes, so I had to make my time count. I went to his desk first, pulling drawers open and finding only notebooks and paper and granola bar wrappers and old homework assignments. Abandoning the desk, I went to his bookshelf and scanned that. A few popular fantasy and science fiction novels, but he had some classic literature there. Tolstoy. He had Tolstoy. I let my fingers run down the cracked spines, as if he’d read them more than once.
 
   I got so distracted reading the titles of the books that I lost track of time and nearly screamed when the door banged open. I whirled around, one hand clutched to my chest.
 
   “Whoa, you okay? Did I startle you?” Coen said, balancing the pizza box in one hand and carrying a plastic bag with the pizza place’s logo on it in the other.
 
   “S’okay,” I choked out, trying to smooth my face. I knew what it must look like. Like I’d been caught doing something wrong.
 
   He set the box and bag down on the floor and looked around before going to his closet and bringing out a folded sheet, which he proceeded to lay out on the floor, as if we were in a park and having a picnic.
 
   I got away from the bookshelves and hoped that if he opened up his drawers, he wouldn’t notice if things were in slightly different places than they had been.
 
   “Floor picnic,” Coen said, grabbing some paper plates, plastic silverware and paper towels to complete the setup.
 
   “Sounds good,” I said, sitting across from him. He opened the pizza box and looked at the pizza inside with skepticism.
 
   “How about I try it first and see if it’s any good? Vegan can be really good, but it can also just as easily go really bad.” I’d had my share of awful vegan meals in my life. Some I still shuddered about when I recalled them.
 
   “Solid plan,” he said, passing me a plate. I picked up a piece. It resembled a regular pizza, which was a good sign. Cheese was a difficult substance to duplicate well, but at least this stretched and looked like mozzarella. 
 
   I took a bite and chewed. Wow. Seriously. Wow.
 
   “I’m guessing by the expression on your face and that little moaning sound you just made, it’s good?” Coen said and I stared at him. Moaning sound? I didn’t make a moaning sound. Did I? I hope I didn’t. How embarrassing.
 
   I swallowed and nodded. “Yes, the pizza is good. It’s the best vegan pizza I’ve ever had, honestly.”
 
   Coen was staring at me and then he pulled his gaze away and looked down at the pizza before picking up his own slice. He examined it as if it was something he’d never seen before and then took a bite. I watched his face and it morphed into a look of surprise.
 
   “It’s good!” he said through a mouthful. “Holy crap.” I busied myself with my own piece and there was silence as we chewed. 
 
   Coen really did like the pizza, because he ate four slices. I stopped at three and sat back against his bed.
 
   “I feel like I’m going to die,” I said, rubbing my stomach. 
 
   “That was seriously good. I mean, it wasn’t exactly like regular pizza, but it was freaking good.” He smiled and mirrored my pose, coming over and resting his back against the frame of his bed beside me.
 
   This time the silence was thick and uncomfortable. Hard to breathe. Coen turned his head to look at me and I couldn’t ignore him, so I turned mine as well.
 
   “Thanks for hanging out with me,” he said, but it felt like he was thanking me for more than that. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said automatically. “I mean, I like hanging out with you.” I couldn't believe I was admitting it, but I did like spending time with him. It was nice to have another human being to talk to. I’d underestimated how much I missed human contact like that.
 
   “I like hanging out with you, too.” The air shifted in the room and got thicker, warmer. My chest got tight and he was looking at me in a way that made me want to look away, but I didn’t.
 
   He leaned just a fraction closer and my eyes flicked down to his mouth. I blinked and then realized what was happening. I pushed myself away from him so fast, I smashed the back of my head on the frame of his bed.
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   “Shit!” we both said at the same time.
 
   Pain burst through my head like a bright flash of light and I crumpled over, holding the back of my head.
 
   “Are you okay?” Coen asked, but I was too busy dealing with the chaos in my brain to answer. The pain radiated and then started to dissipate. I opened my eyes (which had started to water) and found him leaning over me.
 
   “Ow,” I said, and for some reason, that was extremely funny. I started to laugh and I couldn’t stop. I hadn’t laughed like this in… I couldn’t remember.
 
   “I’m guessing if you’re laughing, that means you’re okay? Or maybe you hit the part of your brain that controls laughter?” Coen said, clearly concerned about my physical and mental wellbeing.
 
   “I’m. Fine,” I gasped and kept laughing. He didn’t look convinced and hovered over me until I was able to put a cork in my giggles.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, rubbing the back of my head and sitting up.
 
   “Can I take a look?” he asked, motioning for me to turn my head. I did, slowly, because everything was still sore. His fingers were gentle as he prodded the spot.
 
   “No blood, but you’ve got a tiny bump. Sorry about that.” I turned back around and found that his face was red.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said and struggled to my feet. I wobbled a bit and Coen rose to steady me.
 
   “Whoa there.” I looked down at where he was holding onto my arm. I couldn’t breathe anymore. I had to get out of this room and away from him.
 
   “I have to go,” I said, looking around for my bag. My study materials were still spread everywhere, so I just started cramming them into my bag.
 
   “Oh,” he said, crestfallen. “Well maybe you should wait a second? You did hit your head kind of hard.” I couldn’t wait. I had to go.
 
   Finally I gave up on trying to get all of my stuff back in my bag and just slung the straps over my shoulder and ran for the door. Coen called after me, but I shut the door and bolted as fast as I could for the elevator.
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   Yup, fucked that up. I didn’t know what came over me. One minute we were sitting there and the next I was leaning in to kiss her. No wonder she’d run. 
 
   It wasn’t my intent to kiss her. That wasn’t in the plan. After she left, I thought about chasing her, but that would probably just rub salt in the wound. I could text her later if I wanted to check on her. I didn’t think she had a concussion, but it didn’t hurt to be safe.
 
   I shouldn’t have had her here. Now it was going to be nearly impossible to regain her trust. Maybe I should be the one smashing my head on the frame of my bed. I kind of wanted to.
 
   I stared down at the remains of our floor picnic and wanted to smash it all to pieces. Instead, I texted Marty and told him if he wanted to come back, he could and he came through the door about twenty minutes later to find me holding my head in my hands.
 
   “Whoa, buddy, what happened?” He sat down next to me on my bed and I raised my head.
 
   “I fucked it up. Again.” 
 
   “How?” I sighed and wondered how I could explain without completely explaining.
 
   “Let’s just say there was a moment and I tried to kiss her, she hit her head on the frame of my bed and ran away. So that happened.” Marty made a choking noise, as if he was trying to hold in a laugh and failed.
 
   “It’s okay, laugh all you want. My life is hilarious.” I shoved him in the shoulder and he put his hands up in surrender.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I can’t help it. But you have some of the worst game of anyone I’ve ever seen. I should have stayed just so I could watch the failing.” I glared at him, but he just smiled and patted me on the shoulder.
 
   “You don’t understand, Marty. This is important. I can’t mess this up.” The humor faded from his face.
 
   “Why? What’s so special about her? I mean, you just met her.” Technically, yes, but it was so much more than that.
 
   “I just like her, okay?” I said, just a bit too defensively.
 
   “Okay, okay. No need to get your panties in a wad.” I wanted to punch him, but refrained.
 
   “So you tried to kiss her and she jerked away. You need to find out why. Either she’s not into you that way, you surprised her, or she did want to kiss you and that scared her. It could go any way at this point.” He was right. I had no idea what was going on in Ingrid’s head. I liked to think that I knew her, but I really didn’t. Not as much as I wanted to.
 
   “Yeah, I’m aware,” I said, running my hand through my hair.
 
   “Cheer up. All hope is not lost. I think you need a drink.” He reached under his bed and pulled out a box that had a few cans of beer in it. I raised my eyebrows as he handed me one.
 
   “Um, why have you been hiding this from me?” I asked. He popped the top of his can and shrugged as he sipped.
 
   “I was saving it for a special occasion.” I snorted. 
 
   “So this qualifies as a special occasion?” He stretched his long legs out on his bed.
 
   “Yeah. Sure. Heartbreak always qualifies.” I gave him a look.
 
   “I’m not heartbroken.”
 
   “Whatever, dude.” He leaned back and motioned for me to give him the remote. We still had Justified going, but I had stopped paying attention a while ago. He flipped to CNN and turned the volume up. He was a Broadcast major, so he was almost always watching or reading news of some sort. Sometimes it grated on me, but right now I was so tired that I didn’t care.
 
   “I’m not heartbroken,” I said again.
 
   “Sure,” he said in a way that told me didn’t believe me at all.
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   I texted her later and got a response that she’d made it back to her dorm and that her head was fine. I sent an apology for the almost kiss and didn’t get another reply. 
 
   The thing that bothered me the most was that it seemed like she wanted to kiss me. I wouldn’t have gone for it if she hadn’t given me the signals. Or maybe I just thought I saw signals and completely misinterpreted the whole thing and now my entire plan was ruined.
 
   Probably. That would be how my life was going.
 
   This time when I showed up for class, I had her tea, but I had something else. A card.
 
   “What’s this?” she asked, taking the tea from me. That was the first good sign.
 
   “An apology card. They didn’t make one that says ‘I’m sorry I tried to kiss you’ so I got the one that was the funniest.” She raised an eyebrow and then opened the envelope to pull the card out. It said I AM A JERK on the front and inside I’d written three words. I’m sorry. And my name.
 
   She almost cracked a smile and then read the inside. She looked up at me and I waited.
 
   “I’m sorry, too. I’ve been thinking about it and I didn’t mean to… to act like that. I’m just… I’m so confused.” She ripped her hand through her hair and I wanted to just wrap her up in my arms and tell her it was going to be okay. That we were going to figure it out. But class was going to start and we had to take our seats.
 
   “I’m just not ready for anything… I mean—” she trailed off.
 
   I took a risk and put my hand on her arm.
 
   “Seriously. It’s okay. We’re still friends. No permanent harm done.” I gave her a smile and almost got one back. Almost.
 
   She was contemplative as we left class. Lost in her own head again.
 
   “We can pretend Sunday didn’t happen, if you want,” I said. She looked at me in shock, as if she’d forgotten I was walking next to her.
 
   “Oh.” She paused. “We don’t have to. It was a good day.”
 
   It was a good day.
 
   “We should do it again,” she said and I couldn’t help the little rush of happiness that shot through me. Yes. Progress. Maybe I hadn’t fucked things up too horribly.
 
   “Cool. Yeah, anytime.” I knew I sounded too eager, but I didn’t care.
 
   “Okay. I’ll see you on Wednesday,” she said as I left her in front of her next class.
 
   “See you on Wednesday.”
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   The card was cute, I had to admit. He was so apologetic, as if he’d done something absolutely horrible. That made me feel guilty, more than anything else. He didn’t deserve to beat himself up about it.
 
   I did realize one thing as I tried to pinpoint my feelings. I liked spending time with him. It was nice. There was an ease to him that I envied and liked to be around. Maybe it would rub off on me and I’d learn how to be human again, at least a little bit.
 
   Every time I thought that life was going to get a little easier (not better. Never better), I was struck in the face with a reminder.
 
   This time it was a note. A bit of paper that fell out of one of my books and fluttered on the floor like a sad little bird.
 
   A grocery list with five items, written in my mother’s hand. Apples, flour, butter, coffee, toothpaste. My legs folded on themselves and I found myself on the floor, staring at those seemingly ordinary words. 
 
   She must have used it as a bookmark and forgotten. She did that a lot. Used whatever she could find to mark her place. People who dog-eared pages should be put in prison, she’d say. My hand trembled as I held the paper. I couldn’t stop looking at it. Not even when my legs went numb and my hips started to hurt and my stomach started to growl. I couldn’t move.
 
   It took everything inside me to close my eyes and let the paper drop back to the floor. I tipped sideways, curling in on myself. I didn’t cry. I couldn’t. I didn’t know how anymore.
 
   She must have been buying ingredients to make apple galette. Her ancestors were French, and she always liked to pull out her grandmother’s recipe book and make something like that. It made her spirit smile, she said.
 
   I heard a strange sound and realized it came from my own mouth. It was the kind of sound a wounded animal would make. Pitiful. Hopeless. I reached out with one hand and dragged myself across the floor to my desk, then used my chair to get myself to a standing position again. 
 
   My television was blaring something, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what I’d been watching. It didn’t matter. Reaching out with my foot, I slid the bit of paper under my bed. Once it was gone, my lungs were able to expand and I took a shaky breath.
 
   My head ached. Everything ached. My soul ached. I got a bottle of water from the fridge and took some aspirin before I climbed into bed and shut off all the lights except for the television. I wasn’t going to get any sleep, but at least my eyes were occupied with watching the images on the screen.
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   I knew I looked bad from the way Coen looked at me on Wednesday. I’d barely slept in two days and it was catching up with me. Even naps were difficult. If I didn’t get a few hours today, I was going to take a sleeping pill and hope it worked this time.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, his hand reaching out to steady me. Apparently I was weaving on my feet.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said, but my voice was as weak as a whisper. Against my will, I let Coen lead me away from the door to our class and toward an alcove that had a bench.
 
   “Here, sit,” he said, his arm still supporting me. I leaned on him involuntarily.
 
   His concern was palpable. It almost had a smell. I didn’t like it, but I couldn’t help but respond.
 
   “Hey,” he said and I realized I had drifted off. It was like sleeping with your eyes open. I’d been here before.
 
   “Are you sick?” he asked. I didn’t have enough energy to shake my head so I didn’t answer.
 
   “Okay, this is not happening.” A moment later I wasn’t sitting on the bench. I was being held and we were moving. Coen was carrying me.
 
   “Where are we going?” I mumbled as people stared at us.
 
   “To my place. It’s the closest.” 
 
   He carried me all the way to his room, not letting me down, not even in the elevator. I was placed on his bed and then he put his hand on my forehead. 
 
   “You don’t feel warm. You feel cold, actually. Holy shit, your hands are like ice,” he said. I blinked at him and noticed just how much his hair got in his eyes.
 
   Coen wrapped me in blankets. I couldn’t tell him that no matter how many blankets he used, I would never be warm again. Hot tea was thrust into my hand and he stood and watched as I drank one cup and then another. 
 
   “You’re not okay, Ingrid. It’s a wonder you even made it to class. You know you can talk to me, right? We’re friends.” No, I couldn’t talk to him. I couldn’t talk to anyone.
 
   I turned my face away from him and looked at the wall. There was a chip in the paint that showed this room had been a light blue before it was painted the current off white.
 
   “Ingrid? Please talk to me,” he said and something about his voice made me look back at him. Were there tears in his eyes? No. I must have imagined that part. Everything had a hazy quality, as if seen through a filter.
 
   “I’m really worried about you.” I was worried about me, but there was nothing I could do to change it. Nothing.
 
   He reached out and smoothed some of my hair back. Something about that simple touch was so genuine that I thawed, just a fraction.
 
   “You can stay here as long as you want. I don’t care about missing class. Are you hungry? I still have some of the vegan stuff I bought the other day.” He rushed to his closet and pulled out boxes and then went to the fridge and pulled things out. Before I could speak, the bed was covered in vegan snacks and fruit and peanut butter.
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.
 
   “Peanut butter is fine,” I said. I ate it with a spoon all the time. He gave me a look and then grabbed a box of crackers. I watched as he made me a paper plateful of cracker sandwiches and then presented them to me with an apple on the side and another cup of tea.
 
   “I can’t eat all that,” I said. Now that I realized I was hungry, it was to the point that I was nauseated. 
 
   “It’s okay. We can share,” he said, pushing the other boxes and food items aside so he could sit on the edge of the bed by my feet. He set the plate between us. We each reached for one of the little sandwiches at the same time.
 
   “Do you want to talk about anything? Or not talk? We can watch more Justified.” I knew he was trying to be nice, but letting him do that wasn’t easy for me. It should have been, but it wasn’t.
 
   I ate and then cleared my throat.
 
   “I’m just stressed lately. Haven’t been sleeping well.” He didn’t seem to buy it even a little bit.
 
   “Would you do me the courtesy of coming up with a better lie? I mean, I know we haven’t known each other long, but I know that you’re not a very good liar.” He was right. I never had been. Jess would always hate me for it when Mom and Dad would bust us because I couldn’t lie about where we’d been to their faces.
 
   I choked on the bite of cracker in my mouth and Coen had to bang me on the back with his fist and get me a glass of water before I could breathe normally again.
 
   I hadn’t been letting thoughts like that form for months. Every now and then one would slip through and bloom in my mind. I would stare at it for a moment, like a beautiful flower, then stomp on it and crush it, brushing away the petals and pretending it never existed.
 
   Coen’s bed was a mess from the cracker crumbs that I’d spewed everywhere, but I couldn’t get up. I brushed at them feebly and he took care of the rest.
 
   “What happened just then?” he asked.
 
   “Uh, I choked on a cracker?” I said.
 
   “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Before that. Something happened. I could read it all over your face.”
 
   This was why I didn’t let anyone in my life. Because once they started to make their way in, they ask questions like this. Questions I wasn’t going to answer, and that they would keep asking. I wanted him to stop asking. I wanted to go back to us talking about vegan pizza.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, my voice full of bite.
 
   “Look, I’m not trying to be an asshole, but there’s no way I’m letting you go back to your room without talking to me. I could just take you to the student health center. They’d take one look at you and probably have you hooked up to an IV. It’s up to you, Ingrid.” This was side of him I hadn’t seen yet.
 
   I definitely didn’t like it.
 
   “Don’t take me there,” I said, my voice rasping.
 
   “Then tell me what’s wrong. I just want to help you. God, I want so much to help you.” Emotion choked him and he looked away. I wondered if he was going to cry. Why did he care? Why did he care about the broken girl who shared one class with him? 
 
   Finally, I sighed and closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at him anymore.
 
   “I’m tired. I’m so, so tired, Coen.” His name tasted both new and familiar in my mouth. I liked his name. Something like Nick or Brian wouldn’t have worked for him. His name fit him perfectly.
 
   Soft, warm fingers brushed my forehead.
 
   “Then sleep. You can sleep here as long as you want, Ingrid.” I opened my eyes and then closed them again. And slept.
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   I was scared out of my fucking mind for her. Her pain was something I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. It was in every part of her. It beat in her blood and was written all over her face. I wasn’t qualified to help her try to carry it, but goddamn, I was going to try.
 
   She slept, at last. It took a while, but eventually her face relaxed and I saw, for a little while, the girl she must have been a few years ago. Her hands curled under her chin as she dreamed and I hoped they were good dreams. I didn’t want to be the kind of creep who watched her sleeping, so I hung out on Marty’s bed and did homework and when my brain wouldn’t focus on anything but her, I watched movies with my earbuds in, checking on her every few minutes. Not once did she toss or turn, or mutter. 
 
   I nearly murdered Marty when he slammed through the door, but she didn’t move.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispered when he saw her and slowly backed out, saying “text me when it’s okay to come back.” I gave him a thumbs up and he returned it before shutting the door softly. I didn’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had a roommate like him. Someone who would just change his plans at the last second because I needed him to. I was going to have to do something to thank him.
 
   I had some snacks and when it turned late and it was time for dinner, I ordered another vegan pizza. I’d really liked the last one. I’d consumed the rest of the slices after she’d left.
 
   At seven, Ingrid’s eyes fluttered open and then went wide. She didn’t know where she was.
 
   “Hey,” I said, staying on the other side of the room. “Do you remember where you are?” Her eyes settle on me with an unfathomable expression. She was so soft in that moment. So soft that it made something pound, deep in my chest. I wanted nothing more than to cross the room and crawl into bed with her, wrapping my arms around her to keep her safe.
 
   “What time is it?” Her voice still had a hint of roughness.
 
   “Ten after seven,” I said, pointing at the clock on my bookshelf. 
 
   “Shit,” she said, trying to sit up. I got up and put my hands out for her to stop.
 
   “It’s fine, it’s fine. I said you could stay as long as you wanted. If you’re still tired, you can stay. It’s not a big deal. Are you hungry? I got vegan pizza.” I pointed to the open box next to me. I hadn’t been able to wait to eat, but I’d saved her a few slices.
 
   “No, no, I should go.” She pushed the covers off and tried to get up, but her legs were still unable to support her. I had to dive forward to catch her so she didn’t collapse to the floor. I set her back down on the bed in a sitting position and then sat next to her. She smelled like… something I couldn’t put my finger on. It was flowery, but also dark. Her hair was all over the place and her eyes were a little puffy.
 
   She was still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
 
   I snapped my eyes away from her face so she wouldn’t think I was staring.
 
   “Ingrid. Really. It’s okay.” Her eyes half-closed and I thought she might be drifting off again, but then they opened and she looked right into me.
 
   “I haven’t slept that long in months. Actually, I don’t remember when it was that I slept so long. A while ago.” This time she did drift and I thought I knew exactly the last time she had slept through the night. I knew the date, the day of the week, what the weather had been, at least where I was. 
 
   Ingrid and I were tied together by that day. By something that someone else had done. She might not know it, but I did.
 
   “Why?” I asked, even though I knew.
 
   She shrugged one shoulder.
 
   “Some things happened. I don’t want to talk about them.” 
 
   “That’s fine,” I said, but I wanted her to. I wanted her to feel like she could trust me. I wanted it so much it was like a physical ache.
 
   Suddenly, she let out something like a cousin to a laugh. A little, breathless thing that lasted for only a moment.
 
   “I get it,” she said. “I finally get it.” She wouldn’t look up at me, instead concentrating on her hands. There were a few freckles on the backs of them. I wanted to take one of her purple pens and connect them to make constellations on her skin.
 
   “Get what?” I asked. Her eyes came up to my face.
 
   “Why you’re so obsessed with me.” I raised both eyebrows, but inside, I was panicked. What if she figured me out? That would be disastrous. It would be the end.
 
   “And why is that?” I said, trying to be playful.
 
   “I’m mysterious,” she said. She wiggled her fingers in front of my face and the right side of her mouth drew up. Was that a smirk? Did Ingrid just smirk at me?
 
   “Oh, is that what you think it is?” After so many intense moments, this moment of levity was like a cool drink for a parched throat.
 
   “Definitely. What else could it be?” I wasn’t going to answer that.
 
   “You got me,” I said, putting my hands up as if I surrendered. “I’m a sucker for a mystery.” 
 
   She nodded and I thought I spotted another smile, but it was gone quickly, stuffed away behind rigid lips.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, so quietly that I almost didn’t catch it.
 
   “You’re very welcome, Ingrid. Anytime.” I got up and brought her some pizza and a glass of water. I had the feeling she hadn’t been eating much recently.
 
   She carefully ate two slices and had two water refills. The color in her cheeks come back.
 
   “You must think I’m crazy,” she said. 
 
   “No. I don’t think that at all.” I wouldn’t think that about anyone, least of all her.
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “I’m not lying. Look at me.” I would never get used to the way her eyes seared into me.
 
   “I don’t think you’re crazy, Ingrid. Not even a little bit.” Her eyes narrowed and I could tell she was assessing if I was telling the truth or not.
 
   “Okay,” she finally said. “I believe you.”
 
   “Good.”
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   She said she had homework to do, especially since she’d missed all her classes, so I offered to walk her back to her dorm room, which she accepted.
 
   “If you need anything, I want you to text or call me. No matter how silly it seems, or how later or early it is,” I said when we got to the door to her building.
 
   She stared at me again, trying to figure out if I was lying. I wasn’t. Again.
 
   “Sure,” she said, turning away, but she stopped and faced me again.
 
   “Thank you.” She’d already said it, but I still liked hearing it.
 
   “You’re welcome, Ingrid. Have a good night.” She waved at me with her fingertips and vanished inside the building.
 
   I walked back to my room slowly, texting Marty that he could come back.
 
   He did, and he had a wide grin on his face.
 
   “So you sealed the deal. Well done!” He held his hand up for a fist bump, but it took me a second to realize what he thought had happened.
 
   “It wasn’t like that. She wasn’t feeling well, so I brought her here to crash for a little while. That’s it. Nothing else. Well, I got her pizza, but other than that, nothing happened.” 
 
   Marty gave me a puzzled look. 
 
   “So she slept in your bed? Just sleeping? You didn’t even get a kiss?” I shook my head and so did Marty. 
 
   “It’s fine. That’s not what I’m after with her. I mean, yes, that would be great, but it’s not everything.” Marty just gave me a sad look as he crashed onto his bed.
 
   “Whatever you say. But I’m sure you’re getting tired of having do everything yourself,” he said while miming jerking off. I grabbed one of my pillows and threw it at him. He caught it effortlessly, as I knew he would.
 
   “It’s not like that, Marty. How many times do I have to say that?”
 
   “Enough times that I might actually believe you?” The pillow came sailing back toward me and I caught it. 
 
   My bed smelled like Ingrid and I couldn’t help but feel happy about that. My phone rang, startling me. It was my mom.
 
   “Hey, Mom,” I said. Marty rolled his eyes. He wasn’t close with his family and couldn’t really understand why I still was.
 
   “Hey, sweetheart. How are you doing?” I told her things were going fine. I hadn’t mentioned Ingrid or anything to do with her. If I did, she would know why I came here and what I was doing and I knew she would tell me not to do it. Try to talk me out of it. 
 
   That wasn’t going to happen. Nothing would stop me. Not even her.
 
   I told her about my classes and mentioned Marty. He yelled hello at her and Mom updated me on things going on at home, including the latest trouble my brother had gotten into. She wasn’t at her wits’ end with him, but getting there. Ike was still pretty young. He’d get his shit together in time for graduation. Hopefully.
 
   She told me she loved me and then hung up. Marty was watching me.
 
   “You tell your mom everything, but not about the girl?” I was hoping he hadn’t caught onto my omission of anything Ingrid-related.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t exactly discuss my relationships with her. She still thinks of me as her little boy. I’m pretty sure she thinks that I still think girls have cooties.” He snorted.
 
   “Oh, man, that is fucking adorable.” He seemed to buy it, so I let it go and we talked about other things. He invited me to another party and I said I would go, minus Ingrid. 
 
   “She’s just not into that kind of stuff.”
 
   “Maybe she would be if you invited her. Maybe she thinks that you don’t want to be seen in public with her.” That definitely wasn’t the case, but I knew Marty was going to pester me about it for the rest of the week.
 
   I couldn’t catch a break, but I would go through it all a thousand times over if it meant that I could do what I came here to do.
 
   For her.
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   She looked so much better on Friday. Much, much better. I had tea and, this time, a book. I’d made an educated guess about which one she wouldn’t have and might want.
 
   “Slammed?” she said, reading the title. “What’s it about?”
 
   “Well, I haven’t read it, but it just seemed like something you might like,” I said. I’d searched online for a while before going to the bookstore and asking a girl around Ingrid’s age what she would recommend. That was the first title she pulled off the shelf and after skimming a few pages, I bought it, along with a few others that she would get next week. I also bought the sequel, Point of Retreat, just in case she liked the first one.
 
   Her eyes skimmed the back cover. 
 
   “Slam poetry?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess there’s a lot in it. Like I said, I haven’t read it, but it just said ‘Ingrid’ to me.” She raised both eyebrows. I loved it when she let her face be so expressive.
 
   “Books talk to you?” she asked as we walked into class and took our seats.
 
   “Oh yeah, all the time. Don’t they talk to you? They scream out ‘read me! Read me!’” She snorted and I wanted to congratulate myself on causing that reaction.
 
   “Now you think I’m the crazy one,” I said.
 
   She just pressed her lips together and shook her head as she put the book in her bag. I hoped she would read it this weekend and tell me about it on Monday.
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   My heart lurched when I read that the main character in the book Coen gave me had a dead father, but I tried not to show it. He didn’t know. He was just being Coen, as usual, doing nice things for me because of whatever reason.
 
   I pulled the book out of my bag when I got back to my room. I didn’t have anything else to do tonight, so I started reading, but I had to stop pretty quickly. 
 
   It was just a little too much. The writing was good and the story was interesting, but I just couldn’t tonight. Maybe tomorrow. I set it on my desk and watched television instead, but the book kept calling to me, so I picked it back up and tried again. I pushed through the difficult parts and before I knew it, I had a few pages left, I was starving and I seriously had to pee.
 
   I closed the book after reading the last page and just sat in bed for a few minutes. This book was something special. It picked at the wounds inside me, but didn’t rip them open. It distracted me from my own pain by letting me experience someone else’s for a little while.
 
   I thought about texting Coen and thanking him, but it was the middle of the night. He’d asked me if I wanted to hang out again on Sunday, but I’d told him I had something to do this weekend, which we both knew was a lie.
 
   I was worried that I was taking too much from him and giving nothing in return. 
 
   Sleep was going to be impossible for a few hours, so I decide to get out my notebook and scrawl a few words. The start of my own poem. I just let the words come without thinking of their implications.
 
    
 
   Here I am,
 
   Your mystery,
 
   But I’m not,
 
   A mystery at all,
 
   I’m just a girl,
 
   A girl with a useless heart,
 
   There is no fix,
 
   There is no remedy,
 
   There is only me,
 
   Your damaged mystery.
 
    
 
   I scribbled some other words and half-thoughts before putting the notebook back and closed my eyes.
 
   Ever since that day I’d spent at Coen’s I’d been sleeping… not well, but better. The nightmares that plagued me had given me a short reprieve. They would be back, they were never far away, lurking in dark corners and in shadows. Still, I would take this moment and let myself have it. Let myself sleep.
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   Coen called me on Saturday and I almost didn’t answer. No one called me anymore, except for scammers from other countries. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually answered my phone and hadn’t let it go to voicemail. Yet another thing at which I was rusty.
 
   “Hello?” I asked. I’d been re-reading my favorite parts of the book.
 
   “Hey, what’s up?” He sounded like he was trying to be casual. Like we called each other on the phone all the time.
 
   “Um, not much? You?” We were both failures at this. Should have stuck to texting.
 
   “Yeah, same here. Look, you can absolutely say no to this,” he said and I heard someone say something in the background and then Coen reprimanding them. If I had to guess, I would have said it was Marty.
 
   “Okay?” I said.
 
   “There’s this party I’m going to tonight and I wanted to know if you wanted to come with me.” The words came out in a rush. He was nervous. Well, so was I.
 
   “A party?” Past Ingrid would have been all over this. She loved parties and being around large groups of laughing friends. Current Ingrid wanted to throw up when she thought about it.
 
   “Yeah. You can seriously say no. Absolutely no pressure.” I had the feeling he wasn’t the one asking, Marty was, and Coen had caved to pressure.
 
   “Oh, um, yeah, parties aren’t really my thing.” Anymore.
 
   “I figured, but I just thought I would ask anyway.” He stopped speaking and I thought I heard a scuffle and someone saying “You should come!” Marty was relentless, but he didn’t know me.
 
   “Well, thanks for asking, but I’ll pass.” Forever. I couldn’t foresee a circumstance when I would ever go to a party again. 
 
   “Are you sure?” There was something in his voice that made me feel a little flash of guilt for saying no, but I let it pass. I couldn’t go to a party. Not now, not ever again.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, chewing on my lip. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, trying not to sound disappointed and failing. “Maybe we can still hang out tomorrow? Actually study this time. Or we could watch movies or whatever. Whatever you want.” He was always so accommodating and even though it was sweet, it irritated me as well. I didn’t know what I wanted from him anymore. Everything was so screwed up now.
 
   “Yeah, sure. How about you come here?” The instant the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to reach out and snatch them back. But you can’t unsay something.
 
   “Cool, yeah.” I told him which room I was in and he said he’d see me at noon and would bring lunch. I told him he didn’t have to and he said he wanted to and he was going to do it even if I told him not to. 
 
   “Okay, see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Bye, Ingrid.” That little shiver went through me again, when he said my name. I thought it would go away by now, but it jolted me every time.
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   Once my homework was done, I went out to my car and drove off campus. I didn’t have a destination other than somewhere else. Somewhere other than where I was.
 
   I used to drive with the radio on, but now I left it off.
 
   My mind wandered and I let it, as long as it didn’t get too close to certain things. Then I would divert it to something else, like making another turn with my car.
 
   I didn’t know I was thinking about Coen until his face appeared in my thoughts. I was no closer to figuring him out than I’d been that first day when he’d told me I’d dropped my pen and we’d both known it was a lie.
 
   He puzzled me. Intrigued me. Drove me crazy. Made me feel things I thought were dead and buried. His voice unlocked doors that I struggled to keep shut and put new locks on, but he just seemed to keep finding keys.
 
   He was ripping me apart and I was letting him. If I wasn’t careful, he was going to see the shape of my soul and I couldn’t let him. I picked up my phone to tell him that we couldn’t hang out, but my hand refused to complete the action and instead I tossed my phone on the floor by the passenger seat.
 
   I wanted to scream. I wanted to smash my car into a guardrail. I wanted it to break through and sail down an incline and smash into a tree. I wanted it to careen off a bridge and into the water, flooding the interior and sucking me down with it.
 
   I wanted…
 
   With shaking hands, I pulled the car over into a gas station and turned it off before resting my forehead on the steering wheel. My breaths came in rapid bursts.
 
   Some of my thoughts seized their moment and flooded forward, bursting like fireworks.
 
   Shattered glass. My sister’s eyes, the same color as mine, wide and unblinking. My mother’s hand, reaching for her. Pools of blood merging with each other. My dad, tied to a chair with his head thrown back, a bullet lodged in his brain and his face blown apart from the impact.
 
   I forced myself to look and remember every single detail. Everything. The ticking of the clock, the drip, drip, drip of blood from Dad’s fingertips on the carpet. 
 
   A stain that would never come out. 
 
   With a gasp, I yanked myself out of the nightmare memory and raised my head. No one had noticed me. My hands gripped the steering wheel so hard that my fingers ached. Breathing wasn’t easy; my lungs kept spasming and refusing to work.
 
   It took a long time for me to regain control. At last, I was ready to drive again, but I had to grab my phone to use the GPS that would take me back to campus. I had no idea where I was.
 
   There was a text from Coen.
 
   What is your opinion of red velvet cake?
 
   A simple question, but it hit me hard. Maybe it was the fact that he was thinking about me when he wasn’t with me just like I was thinking about him.
 
   All of a sudden, my need to talk to someone, to talk to him was the only thing I cared about.
 
   He picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Hey,” I said, wishing my voice wasn’t shaking.
 
   “Hey, are you okay?” Of course he picked up on it right away.
 
   “Yeah, I just… I just wanted to talk to you.” I couldn’t lie.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   There was a beat of silence.
 
   “I really like red velvet cake,” I said, staring out the window as ordinary people pumped gas and went about their lives.
 
   “You do?”
 
   “It’s my favorite.” I knew he was smiling.
 
   “Lucky guess. I’ll put that in the Ingrid file.” 
 
   “The Ingrid file?” I’d completely stopped shaking.
 
   “Right. The file I keep in my brain about you. About the things you like and don’t like. I’ll add red velvet cake to the ‘like’ column.” 
 
   “And what else is in the ‘like’ column?” He chuckled a little and the sound warmed me from the inside. He had such an effect on me, just with his voice.
 
   “Green tea, Justified, purple pens, pizza, the color blue, books, stupid gifts, me teasing you.” My mouth dropped open. I wished I could see his face to see if he was joking or not.
 
   “I don’t like it when you tease me,” I said. He laughed again, a deep sound that made my insides quiver and twist around each other.
 
   “Yes you do. Because you have to stop yourself from smiling and laughing when I do.” I almost dropped the phone. I’d been such an idiot to think that he wouldn’t notice that about me. Stupid. So stupid. It was shocking he hadn’t said anything about it until now. 
 
   “That’s not true,” I said, lying to both of us.
 
   “My observations say the opposite.” I didn’t want to argue with him. Not about this. “Anyway, are you absolutely sure about the party?” 
 
   “Yes. I am.” I ground my teeth together so hard they made a sound.
 
   “Okay then. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I didn’t want the conversation to end, even though he was irritating, but I couldn’t think of what else to say so I had to let him go.
 
   “See you tomorrow.”
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   I was a little nervous when I showed up outside her door. I hadn’t seen her place yet. It was shocking that she even said I could come here. I never thought she would. I knocked and took a deep breath.
 
   Her feet shuffled to the door and I could tell she was staring at me through the peephole. The door opened and there she was. Every time I saw her again, she knocked me out.
 
   “Hi,” she said, leaning on the door.
 
   “Hey,” I said, holding up the bags filled with vegan sushi and vegan red velvet cupcakes. I’d also brought my backpack with homework in case she wanted to do that.
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.” She hadn’t moved back to let me in yet. It was a toss-up as to which one of us was more nervous about this.
 
   “I know. I wanted to.” She seemed to shake herself and stepped back.
 
   “Come in.” 
 
   Oh, wow. Her room was tiny. Microscopic. The first thing I noticed was her bookshelves crammed with leather-bound classics. I had the feeling those weren’t her books and she’d gotten them from someone else. Inherited them.
 
   “So this is it,” she said, gesturing at the space. There really wasn’t even enough floor space for us to both sit and eat, so we’d have to use her bed as a couch and table.
 
   Unlike most students, she didn’t have anything on the walls. No pictures. No posters. No twinkle lights. Sadness permeated the room, or maybe that was just her. She was so, so sad.
 
   “It’s not much, but I don’t really get along with other people, so I didn’t want a roommate.” I already knew that, but I nodded anyway.
 
   I set the bags on her bed and started unpacking them as she watched me.
 
   “Something wrong?” I asked and she shook her head with small little jerks.
 
   “No. It’s just… you’re the first person who’s ever been in here. I mean, other than me.” I turned around slowly.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, twisting her fingers together. One of her knuckles cracked.
 
   “Well, then I’m honored to be here.” I gave her a smile that she didn’t return, so I turned my attention back to the food.
 
   “Do you know how to use chopsticks?” I asked, handing her a set. I’d also brought forks, just in case.
 
   “Yes,” she said, taking them from me and sitting down. Her face got tight, like she was thinking about something else. A memory.
 
   “Cool, me too,” I said, holding up my own set.
 
   We sat, with the food between us in her quiet room, and ate. 
 
   “You okay?” I asked, pulling her back from wherever she’d gone.
 
   “Yeah, fine. Just tired. How was the party?” I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Well, it was all fine and good until someone set a couch on fire. It went downhill after that, but to be honest it had been going downhill since the first keg got tapped.” Marty had a blast. He always did. One of those charismatic people who made you have a good time even when you didn’t want to, he was impossible not to like. I’d stuck by his side, trying to let myself have a good time, but I could only think about Ingrid. What she might be doing. What she might be thinking about. I hoped I crossed her mind.
 
   Her eyes went wide.
 
   “Someone set a couch on fire?” I nodded and laughed.
 
   “I can’t remember why, but whoever did it seemed to have a good reason at the time. I wasn’t drunk enough to agree with them.” She nodded.
 
   “So you didn’t have a good time?” I gave her a quick look, but she was staring at the sushi, as if deciding which piece she wanted next.
 
   “Not really. I mean, I guess it was fun to hang out with Marty, but other than that, not really. I mean, I like football and baseball as much as the next person, but I don’t feel the need to discuss it ad nauseam.” Other topics included past parties, the ideal shape of a boob and whether or not lesbians were virgins if they’d never had sex with a man. Riveting.
 
   “So it was a lot of guys there?” I finally understood what her line of questioning was leading to. She wanted to know if I’d hung out with any other girls last night. 
 
   She was jealous and it made me want to smile more than I’d ever smiled in my life.
 
   “Mostly. It was at one of the frat houses, but yeah, there were girls there. They mostly pay attention to Marty when I’m with him. I didn’t really talk to anyone.” I watched her face as I answered and she relaxed just a fraction.
 
   “Oh, okay.” I decided to push my luck.
 
   “I didn’t hook up with anyone, if that’s what you’re driving at. I wished you were there, though.” Her eyes flashed up and she trapped her bottom lip between her teeth.
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yeah, of course. I always want to hang out with you.” I had to be careful to reel it in again so I didn’t scare her off. Baby steps.
 
   “I can’t figure out why,” she said, but she was blushing.
 
   “Because you’re you. Why wouldn’t I want to hang out with you?” 
 
   THERE. THERE IT IS. She let it happen. A tiny little smile accompanied by a deeper blush.
 
   And then she rolled her eyes at me and I nearly lost it.
 
   “You’re so weird.”
 
   “Thank you. I take that as a compliment.” I held up my chopsticks and she tapped hers against mine. She was still smiling a little and it was worth it. It was so worth it.
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   We finished the sushi and started on the cupcakes and we just… talked. Ingrid was more unguarded than I’d ever seen her. Maybe because she was in her own room, her own space. Whatever it was, I couldn’t get enough of it.
 
   She told me about being vegan and why her favorite movie was Amelie and that she hated it when her foods touched on her plate.
 
   I told her that I’d had a brief relationship with skateboarding that had left me with a scar under my chin, and she asked about the one on my eyebrow.
 
   “That? Oh, my brother did that one. Little shit. We were doing a swordfight with box cutters and he got me.” I rubbed the scar and shook my head.
 
   “You have a brother?” Her voice was choked and I realized what I’d done.
 
   “Yeah. He’s sixteen.” She nodded, but I could see her hands shook. I gathered up the trash and threw it away so she could compose herself.
 
   “Want to watch a movie or do homework?” I asked and she nodded.
 
   “Which one?” I said and she finally met my eyes.
 
   “Movie.” I got the remote from the top of her TV and handed it to her. Our fingers brushed and I shivered with the contact. I was usually so careful not to touch her so she wouldn’t skitter away, especially since the kiss disaster. The almost-kiss disaster.
 
   She flicked through channels and finally settled on one of the classic movie channels that was playing something in black and white. I hadn’t seen a lot of old movies, but I had the feeling she’d watched plenty.
 
   “What movie is this?” I asked. There was less space between us now and if I just scooted over a little, our shoulders would touch. I didn’t even twitch a finger.
 
   “His Girl Friday,” she said. I’d heard of it, but had never watched it. 
 
   “Shit, they talk really fast,” I said after a few minutes of viewing.
 
   “Yeah. And Cary Grant was so young. I love him.” She sighed. 
 
   “So you’re saying that if I gelled my hair like that, wore a suit and smoked like a chimney, you’d like me better?” I asked, looking at her and not the screen.
 
   I was rewarded by another blush.
 
   “You’re fine the way you are,” she mumbled. 
 
   “Wait, what was that?” I cupped my hand around my ear and leaned toward her.
 
   “Shut up, you know what I said.” 
 
   “No, I didn’t. Tell me again.” She rolled her eyes again and shoved my shoulder.
 
   “Stop it.” I laughed and she turned to look at me. 
 
   “You suck.” 
 
   “Only on days that end in Y,” I said. She was flirting with me. She was totally flirting with me.
 
   “Whatever.” She smiled for real so I crossed my eyes at her and she laughed. Just let go and laughed. It was the most beautiful fucking sound in the entire world.
 
   “See? You do like it when I tease you.” She pressed her lips together, but the laughs kept bubbling out. She couldn’t help it.
 
   “You’re terrible,” she said.
 
   “Only on days that end in Y,” I said again.
 
   She made a frustrated sound and buried her head in one of her pillows. I leaned over and tapped her shoulder. She turned her head and our faces were only inches apart. Her chest heaved a little and I was having trouble swallowing. Or breathing. Or blinking.
 
   Her hair was in her face, so I reached forward to brush a few strands back. She didn’t move away or tell me to stop, so I stroked back some more of her hair. 
 
   She was looking at my lips. I looked down at hers.
 
   And then…
 
   I didn’t know who made the first move, but suddenly the lips I’d been looking at were kissing mine.
 
   Ingrid was kissing me.
 
   Her mouth was soft and hard at the same time. It was the most basic kind of kiss, but it was so much more than that. This kiss was everything.
 
   And just as quickly as it began, it was over.
 
   “Oh my God,” she said, scrambling to get away from me. I sat up and moved, giving her space.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure I should be apologizing. 
 
   “Oh my God, oh my God,” she said, burying her face into her pillow again. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood up and waited.
 
   “I’m sorry?” I said again.
 
   She lifted her head up and looked at me. 
 
   “If you want me to leave, I’ll go,” I said, picking up my bag.
 
   “No,” she said in a whisper so low, I thought I might have hallucinated it.
 
   “No?” I asked.
 
   “No,” she said again. She didn’t want me to leave. We kissed and she wasn’t going to throw me out of her room.
 
   She sat up fully.
 
   “No, I don’t want you to go.” 
 
   “Okay. I won’t go.” I set my bag down again, knowing that this was one of those moments. One of those moments in life when everything had the potential to change. I didn’t know if she could feel it, but I could. My heart started beating wildly.
 
   Ingrid slid off her bed and got to her feet, taking three steps toward me. My lungs stuttered as she looked up at me.
 
   She raised one hand and pushed my hair out of my eyes.
 
   “Your hair is always in your face,” she said. Or at least that was what I thought she said. I was pretty sure I’d just fallen into an alternate universe. Or maybe I was dreaming. 
 
   I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything but watch her as her fingers tangled in my hair.
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   I had no idea what I was doing. The more rational part of my brain was screaming at me to run. Out of this room. Away from him. I was currently ignoring it.
 
   I didn’t know what strange force brought his mouth to mine, but it had happened. We kissed and it was… 
 
   Monumental.
 
   Brief.
 
   Far, far too short.
 
   I pushed myself up on my tiptoes so our faces were closer. His breath hitched and then I did the most natural thing in the world. I kissed him again.
 
   His lips were so gentle with mine. So careful. As if he was worried he’d break my mouth if he pushed.
 
   I had been kissed before, and done the kissing. It was pleasant, but nothing like this. If those were kisses, I didn’t have a word for what this was.
 
   His arms wound around me. One on my lower back and one on my neck. I tilted my face and pushed a little harder. Letting him know that it was okay. After a moment of hesitation, he ignited.
 
   Coen moaned in the back of his throat and before I knew what I was doing, my tongue had breached the seam of his lips and brushed over that chipped tooth. His mouth was warm and sweet.
 
   I had initiated things, but he started to take over. Now it was his tongue in my mouth, exploring, tasting, wanting more. I pressed myself into him and wondered how I was still standing.
 
   He gasped in a breath and then rested his forehead against mine.
 
   “Ingrid?” Just my name. A question that I didn’t know the answer to.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   We were both short of breath.
 
   “I really like being your friend.”
 
   I opened my eyes and stared into his. So green. He licked his lips, as if to savor the taste of me.
 
   “Good,” I said. “That’s good.” I leaned into his chest and he hugged me. Held me. He held me and I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had done that. I inhaled him, wanting to make the moment last. Lock it up inside.
 
   “God, I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he said, sighing into my hair.
 
   I hadn’t. Or at least I didn’t think that I had. I didn’t respond, just cuddled further into his shirt. My hands were trapped between us, pressed against him.
 
   His heart was going wild, even though we were standing still. Mine seemed like it was struggling to get out of my chest, out of the cage of my ribs like a scared bird.
 
   We were interrupted by Coen’s phone. He jerked away from me and fumbled to silence it, but it was too late. The moment shattered. Popped, just like a bubble.
 
   Everything rushed back into my head and I backed away from him. Coen reached for me, but didn’t step closer.
 
   “Ingrid?” I closed my eyes so I couldn’t see him anymore. If I couldn’t see him, perhaps I wouldn’t want him so much.
 
   I did want him. So much that my fingers reached for him even when I tried to pull them back.
 
   “Ingrid?” he said again and my eyes snapped open. It was easy, so easy, to step back into his arms and let him cradle me into his chest.
 
   “Please say something. I get worried when you’re quiet.” That was funny. I was quiet all the time. 
 
   I didn’t used to be. I used to talk a lot. I got in trouble for it at school. “Bossy” was often written on the evaluations sent home. I’d loved words, loved reading. Loved finding the most obscure excerpts and then throwing them in the repertoire of my everyday speech.
 
   Now words didn’t matter. They were empty. Just letters arranged in a certain way. Completely useless.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” It was the truth. I lied to him all the time, but I wasn’t lying about that.
 
   “Well, I’m kind of freaking out here, so you could at least reassure me that you’re okay and you don’t want to punch me or never see me again. I couldn’t stand it if you didn’t want to see me again.” The desperation in his voice put more cracks in my already-destroyed heart. I wasn’t sure how much more damage it could take before it stopped working completely. Before him, I’d thought it had stopped working. Guess it still had a little life left in it. 
 
   At least until he broke it.
 
   “I’m okay. I’m not going to punch you and I’m not going to tell you to go away and never see me again.” My voice was muffled by his shirt, but I knew he heard me. His body relaxed around me and I could feel him smiling even though I couldn’t see it.
 
   “You have no idea how happy that makes me. No. Idea.”
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   Holy motherfucking shit.
 
   I kissed Ingrid. I kissed Ingrid A LOT. She kissed me back. And she was currently in my arms, digging her fingers into my shirt and resting her head on my chest. 
 
   I was so happy, I thought I was going to explode. I didn’t know if I could even stand it. I couldn’t stand the way she fit under my chin and how her head found the perfect spot to rest. And the way her lips felt. 
 
   She was… perfect, and I was holding her.
 
   At last she pulled away and I let her. She raked her hair back from her face as her cheeks flushed. I’d never seen anything so heartbreakingly gorgeous.
 
   “I have absolutely no idea what’s happening right now, but I know that I like it and I want it to continue,” she said and I couldn’t take my eyes off her newly reddened lips. I’d done that. I’d made them look like that.
 
   Fuck. Yes.
 
   I couldn’t stop the smile from taking over my face. I wanted to grab her up and spin her around while some cheesy song played, like in the movies.
 
   She took another step away from me and shook her head, as if she was trying to clear it.
 
   “What the hell am I doing?” Her voice was breathless and she pushed her hair back again and gave me a nervous smile. “I’m not this girl. I’m not the girl who kisses the guy.” I closed the distance between us and put my hand on her cheek, stroking her soft skin.
 
   “Maybe you are and you don’t even know it. You can be whatever you want, Ingrid.” Her breath hitched when I said her name. She always reacted when I used it, which was one of the thrills of using it around her.
 
   She pursed her lips and tried to look away from me, but failed.
 
   “What are we even doing?” she whispered.
 
   “Whatever we want,” I said and kissed her again.
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   We went back to the movie and this time she let me keep my arm around her as we watched. I kept sneaking looks at her face. There was something calm about her expression. As if she was letting her guard down around me. It was fucking amazing.
 
   “You’re staring,” she said, poking me in the stomach.
 
   “I can’t help it,” I said, telling her the truth. I wished I didn’t have to keep lying to her, but it was necessary, especially now. She would know the truth. Someday, she would know everything.
 
   “I told you that I’m not this girl. I don’t know how to do this. I did… before, but not now.” My heart jumped at that admission.
 
   “Before what?” I asked gently.
 
   Her eyes went wide when she realized what she’d said and I waited for her to bolt again. But then she calmed herself and leaned her head on my shoulder.
 
   “Before college. That’s what I meant.” It was a lie, but that was fine. For now.
 
   “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter if you believe you can do this or not. I’ll believe enough for the both of us.” That made her look up and stare at me for a few seconds.
 
   “You always know the right things to say,” she whispered, her fingers ghosting over my lips.
 
   “Not really,” I said against her hand.
 
   “Yes, really,” she said, taking her fingers away and replacing them with her mouth. She kissed me softly and sat back.
 
   “Are we still friends?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “You’re my absolute favorite friend.”
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   She fell asleep against me and I wasn’t sure what to do. On the one hand, she needed sleep more than anyone I’d ever met. On the other, my back was starting to hurt and I was going to need to use the bathroom very soon.
 
   It took nearly ten minutes, but I finally extricated myself from under her and made sure she was still sleeping when I got up. Now what? I didn’t want to just leave and have her be confused when she woke up. But sleeping on her floor like a total creeper wasn’t an option either. With my luck, she’d wake up in the middle of the night, think I was an intruder and call campus security.
 
   I looked around and then found the cardboard box the cupcakes had come in and then found a Sharpie on her desk.
 
   Didn’t want to wake you when I left. I’ll see you tomorrow, friend.
 
   -Coen
 
   It wasn’t poetic or romantic, but it was the best I could do at the moment. See? I didn’t always have the right words.
 
   I left the box on her desk, so that when she woke up, it would be in her line of sight. Just before I turned off the lights and walked out, I left a kiss on her temple.
 
   “Goodnight, Ingrid.”
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   One minute I was snuggling with Coen (how the hell did that happen?) and the next I was waking up in the dark alone. I blinked a few times and looked around, but he was gone. I got up and turned on the light. No note?
 
   Oh. He’d left me a note written on the cupcake box. It was just something simple, but it still made flutters break out in my body and a smile almost cross my face.
 
   I set it down and got back on my bed.
 
   Things with Coen had just gotten seriously complicated. It wasn’t just because we’d kissed. I was starting to feel things for him that I didn’t think I’d ever felt before, even before. He made me think things that I didn’t want to think and want to do things I didn’t want to do.
 
   I reached under my pillow and pulled out my notebook, turning to a fresh page.
 
    
 
   You look at me like,
 
   I crafted the sun with my hands,
 
   Breathed the stars from my lungs,
 
   Sang the moon into existence,
 
    
 
   I stopped writing and shook my head. I was being sentimental and foolish and that wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I slammed my notebook shut and shoved it back under my pillow.
 
   No matter what Coen and I did, I couldn’t get into that kind of headspace. Writing poetry about him was off-limits.
 
   Groaning at my own ridiculousness, I slammed back against my pillows. I was on a sinking ship and I could see the lifeboat. The question was, would I get on it or drown?
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   I couldn’t remember the last time I was this nervous. My hands fluttered and I shoved them in my pockets. In my stressed out state this morning, I’d gotten to class much earlier than I intended, so now I was sitting and freaking out about seeing him.
 
   I had no idea what he was going to say. If he would try to kiss me again. If he would pretend that it never happened. 
 
   I didn’t want him to pretend that it never happened, but other than that, I had no idea what I wanted. I tried to stop looking at the door, but failed so many times. Finally, I wrenched my neck around so I was facing the front. A few moments later, there was a tap on my shoulder.
 
   “Hey,” he said with a warm smile that showed off his almost-perfect teeth. My heart plummeted to my feet and my hands started to shake.
 
   “H-hey,” I said as he took the seat next to me and put my cup of tea on my desk.
 
   “You’re early,” he said, his voice pretty neutral.
 
   “Yeah, couldn’t sleep,” I mumbled. 
 
   I was lost. I had no idea what I was supposed to do or say.
 
   “You too?” he said and I looked into his eyes just before another devastating smile crossed his lips. He was so beautiful it hurt to look at him.
 
   “I had a lot on my mind,” I said and he pulled his bottom lip between his teeth.
 
   “Yeah, me too. I think… I think we should talk about everything.” I still couldn’t get a read on him and what direction this was going to go. For the first time ever, I wished I could read minds.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   Class started, effectively ending our conversation, but I didn’t miss how he scooted closer to me, until our shoulders were touching.
 
   “Hey,” he said softly so that only I could hear. I turned my head a fraction and found him staring at me.
 
   “I had a really good time last night,” he whispered and his mouth was so close that his words stirred some of my hair.
 
   “Me too,” I whispered back and that made him smile again. He seemed so easy, so casual about all of this. I felt anything but. My heart wouldn’t stop pounding and all my concentration centered on where his shoulder touched mine. How was it that something so simple could affect me so much? It didn’t make any sense.
 
   I tried to take notes, but failed. I was too busy watching him.
 
   After what felt like an eternity, class ended and he shoved everything back in his bag.
 
   “You wanna skip the rest of the day and come somewhere with me?”
 
   I didn’t really want to skip class, but if he’d asked me to go to the moon, I probably would have said yes.
 
   “Sure,” I said and he looked like I’d just handed him the stars. 
 
   No one had ever looked at me like that before. It thrilled me and scared me in equal parts.
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    “Where are we going?” I asked as he led me toward the parking lot where his car was parked. He’d suggested we go off-campus and I had to admit that it was a good idea. I didn’t want to go to either of our rooms. Too much temptation and potential for things to happen.
 
   “It’s a secret,” he said with a sly smile. His car definitely wasn’t as nice as mine, but at least it was clean.
 
   “I’m not a fan of secrets,” I said. I meant it as a joke, but the grin dropped and he looked… not happy.
 
   “I can understand that. I’m not sure anyone really likes them, except when they’re things like presents or vacations or marriage proposals.” Something swirled in his green eyes. Something dark and stormy that I didn’t understand.
 
   I thought about asking, but I didn’t think he’d tell me, so I stayed silent.
 
   “You can turn on the radio if you want,” he said, trying to shift my attention away. I reached out and hit the button for the radio and was blasted with classic rock at a high volume.
 
   “Damn, sorry,” Coen said, turning the volume down to a non-earsplitting level. “Change it to whatever you want.” 
 
   I flipped around until I found the alternative rock station. They were playing “Like Real People Do” by Hozier and I settled back into my seat, closing my eyes to listen to his voice.
 
   “Do you like him?” Coen asked, and I opened my eyes.
 
   “His voice is something else. He’s so talented,” I said.
 
   “I think so too.” I’d expected him maybe to balk at the music choice, but he hummed along, so he must have heard this song a time or two.
 
   The only sound in the car for the next twenty minutes was the radio. I wanted to ask again where we were going, but Coen seemed to know since he kept making turns and taking exits. We were heading north, but other than that, it was a mystery.
 
   “Are you hungry? We’re almost there, but I thought you might want to eat first.” Eat first? I was so confused.
 
   “Um, yeah. I still have no idea where we’re going.” 
 
   “You’ll see.”
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   I finally got it when I started to see the signs for Acadia National Park. We had to be headed to Bar Harbor. I’d never been there, despite living in Maine my whole life. I was relieved that the place wasn’t tied to any memories. No chance for me to have a freak-out on him and then have to explain why, or come up with some sort of story.
 
   “Why don’t you do a search on your phone and find out if there are any vegan places. The last time I was here we went to a hot dog place, so I don’t think that’s going to work.” Probably not.
 
   I was surprised to find a whole list of options and picked a café based on their menu online.
 
   Bar Harbor could be described with one word: Charming. It was the quintessential Maine town by the sea that looked like a picture postcard from every angle. Even though summer was over, there were still plenty of tourists around and some early leaf peepers. Maine hibernated in the winter, but from May to November there were plenty of people from out of town.
 
   Coen had to drive around a few times to find a parking spot close to the café, but he finally did and came around to open my door for me.
 
   “Thank you,” I said and realized that this felt alarmingly like a date. A real date. Not just friends skipping class together.
 
   I started walking quickly and he trailed after me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I wasn’t good at hiding my emotions with him. I really needed to work on that.
 
   “Nothing. Just hungry,” I said, putting what I hoped was a cute smile on my face.
 
   He searched my face, but must have bought what I was selling because he answered, “Me too.”
 
   The café was cool and trendy, with art on the dark red walls and café tables. There was also a bar in the back.
 
   I ordered the vegan Shepard’s Pie and even though they had non-vegan items on the menu, Coen got the same.
 
   “You know I’m not going to stop talking to you if you order something non-vegan,” I said, but he shook his head.
 
   “I like vegan stuff now. It’s healthier, so I figure that’s a good thing. You make my life better.” It was a throwaway comment, but it didn’t feel like that to me. I still wanted to ask him if he thought this was a date. To any outsider, it would appear that way.
 
   He changed the subject and we talked about other things until we finished and then had cake for dessert.
 
   “So this wasn’t our true destination. So where are we going?” I asked, even though I was sure I knew. Coen paid, despite my protests and then we walked back to the car.
 
   “You’ll see, you impatient thing,” he said with a laugh as we headed out of town.
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   “Wow,” I said, which was an inadequate word, but I couldn’t pull out another one that fit better.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” Coen said, standing next to me at the top of Cadillac mountain. “We should hike up sometime.” We should? I looked at him, but he was too busy looking out at the view below us. The buildings in Bar Harbor were just dots and the trees all blended together in varying shades of green. The ocean stretched out beyond, dotted with islands here and there, as if haphazardly dolloped on top of the blue water. 
 
   The wind whipped up and I wished he would have told me to bring something more substantial than my thin fall jacket.
 
   “Here,” he said, shrugging off his own leather jacket and laying it on my shoulders. “Sorry, it’s real leather. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
   I tried not to notice how the warmth from the jacket (and thus from his body) seeped into my skin while the smell hovered around me. Without thinking, I turned my head just a bit and sniffed the inside of the collar. Heavenly. I put my arms through the sleeves, even though the cuffs went way past my hands. I liked wearing his coat.
 
   “Hey,” he said, and I was distracted from the deliciousness of his jacket by him holding up his phone so we could take a selfie together. I wasn’t sure about it, but he leaned in with his face next to mine and said, “smile!”
 
   I did and he took a few more for good measure. He showed them to me and I realized how pale I was. Like I hadn’t seen the sun in several hundred years.
 
   “Friends take selfies with each other,” he said, although I hadn’t protested.
 
   “Sure,” I said as he fiddled with his phone. A second later my phone buzzed; he’d sent me some of the pictures. They didn’t look too bad, not that I was going to post them anywhere. My Instagram was for poetry only. My profile picture was a steaming cup of tea. I just didn’t like the idea of tons of pictures of me floating around the Internet for everyone to find.
 
   “It’s crazy how beautiful it is here. Sometimes I just stop and look around and it hits me.” I knew he wasn’t originally from Maine, but he was as vague on his backstory as I was on mine, so I didn’t push for fear that he’d push back.
 
   “Yeah. Even when you live here your whole life you forget how beautiful it can be.” We stood in silence for a while longer. We’d come at an odd time, so there were only a few other people up here and they stayed away from us.
 
   I jumped when his arm wound around my shoulder.
 
   “Thank you,” he said standing far too close.
 
   “For what?” I asked.
 
   “For helping me check off one of my bucket list items. Someday I want to go to all the national parks. This is stop number three.” This was the first national park I’d been to. I wasn’t much of a nature girl. I preferred to be inside with a book more than anything.
 
   His fingers squeezed my shoulder and I could feel it, even through the thick leather.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said and it sounded like a question.
 
   What I wasn’t prepared for was the kiss he placed on my cheek. It was fleeting, but it made me shiver.
 
   “Still cold?” he said, his face right next to mine.
 
   “No,” I whispered, meeting his eyes.
 
   He took that as a signal and kissed me on the mouth. It had barely been twenty-four hours since the last kiss, but the contact stunned me again. Electricity flooded my veins, tingling from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. How could a kiss embody so much?
 
   Of their own volition, my fingers curled around the fabric of his shirt and pulled him closer. I could never get close enough to him. Not even if I climbed into his mouth and threw myself down his throat, like Alice into Neverland. 
 
   He smiled while we kissed, as if his lips were laughing at me. 
 
   “What?” I asked, pulling away.
 
   “Nothing, Ingrid. Absolutely nothing.” His mouth whispered against mine again, soft as could be.
 
   The wind picked up and whipped our hair around us. His curls and my straight strands mingling together.
 
   Our contact sizzled my skin, branding me. I knew as long as I lived, no matter what I did, I would remember how Coen’s kiss felt.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re letting me kiss you,” he said, pulling away again.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Because you’re you.” I didn’t really know what he was talking about.
 
   “What does that mean?” Was it a compliment?
 
   “It means that I can’t believe I’m here with you and I’m so glad that I am. You’re so special, Ingrid.” I stepped away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked as I looked away.
 
   “You think I’m something that I’m not. That’s the problem, Coen,” I said. His jacket suddenly felt too heavy, as if it was dragging me down. I wanted to take it off. I wanted to go back to my room and my silence and days spent without talking to another person.
 
   I started to walk toward the car, but his hand stopped me.
 
   “Please don’t do that. Don’t shut down on me.” I yanked my shoulder away from his grip.
 
   “Let me go, Coen,” I said, and the look on his face nearly broke my heart. Like I’d punched him right in the gut.
 
   “I can’t, Ingrid. I care too much.” I wanted to scream. I wanted to run. I wanted to get away.
 
   “I didn’t ask for that,” I said. “I didn’t ask you for anything. You keep showing up and giving me things and you’re always there and I don’t know what to do with you. I didn’t ask for this, Coen. I just wanted to get by alone.” My voice cracked on the last word. If I didn’t slow down, I was going to start telling him all kinds of things that he didn’t need to know.
 
   “I know you didn’t ask for it, but I’m giving it anyway. I can’t not care about you. You’re just…” he trailed off and couldn’t finish. He tore his hand through his hair and his curls sprung back all over the place. 
 
   “I’m what, Coen?” I crossed my arms, which was difficult with the thick jacket in the way. I wished I couldn’t still smell him, but I could.
 
   He shook his head and looked out at the beautiful view.
 
   Part of me felt bad for ruining this day, but it was inevitable. I was destined to ruin everything. I’d tried to tell him, but he wouldn’t listen to me. He wouldn’t listen and now here we were.
 
   “Let’s just go,” I said, moving toward the car.
 
   “No. I’m not leaving this mountain until we talk about this. I’m not letting you just run away again. I want to know what spooked you. I want to know why you always pull away. Why you can be so open and here with me one minute and slam the door in my face the next. I want to know, Ingrid.” I started to shake and couldn’t look at him.
 
   “I can’t, Coen. I just can’t.” The words were shattered, broken things and I barely got them out.
 
   “I don’t know what to do with you, Ingrid.” He sounded like he was more frustrated with himself than me. I wasn’t going to apologize for being the way I was. He brought this on himself.
 
   “Well, that’s not my fault. I don’t know what to tell you.” He didn’t blow up at me as I expected him to. I thought he was going to yell at me, or get in the car and leave me there to fend for myself.
 
   He didn’t do either of those things.
 
   Instead, he just stared at me silently. As if he was waiting for something. Waiting for me.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that,” I snapped, but he didn’t look away. He just took one step toward me. I tried to make my feet move, to get me away from him, but they were stuck. Bolted to the dirt.
 
   Coen took another step and then another until he was standing right in front of me. I wanted to back up, but I couldn’t. I wanted to push him away, but I couldn’t do that either. I wanted to do anything but stand there.
 
   He raised his hands to my face and I thought he was going to kiss me, but he didn’t. His fingers cupped my cheeks and he looked into my eyes like he was trying to see the bottom of a dark well. 
 
   “Don’t tell me you don’t care about me,” he said, his voice very soft.
 
   I opened my mouth to try to tell him he was wrong, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t speak. He must have taken that as an invitation, because kissed me again. I wanted to bite his lip, but I didn’t.
 
   I didn’t do anything but let him kiss me and then kiss him back. I kissed him back and pushed myself into his chest. I hoped he couldn’t feel my heart thrashing.
 
   His kiss was careful, but insistent. Like he was using it to say what he couldn’t with words.
 
   At last, I was able to break away and pull in a gulp of air.
 
   “You can’t just kiss me and think that it’s going to be okay,” I said. He licked his lips and smiled a little.
 
   “No, but it wasn’t going to hurt.”
 
   “Unless I punched you,” I said. 
 
   “Still would be worth it,” he said and his lips tipped up in a smile. 
 
   “You’re an incurable optimist,” I said and he smiled even bigger.
 
   “Thanks. I take that as a compliment.” I hadn’t meant it as one, but that didn’t seem to bother him in the least. He was buoyant, no matter what. No matter what I said to him, or how I pushed him away, he came back and didn’t seem to be discouraged at all.
 
   “I don’t know what I’m doing with you,” I said. 
 
   “Well, right now we’re talking on top of a mountain. I’m not thinking about anything beyond that.” I wished I could be in this moment with him. Not be shackled to the past. Not be worrying about the future. Just live and breathe now and now only. 
 
   “Teach me how to do that,” I said before I could stop myself.
 
   “You’re doing it right now. You’re right here with me. Just breathe, Ingrid.” Something happened to me when he said my name. It shot all the way through me, like an arrow, getting past all the barriers I put up to protect myself. 
 
   He put both hands on my shoulders and squeezed.
 
   “Just breathe.”
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   My sweet, beautiful damaged girl. Damaged. Not ruined. Not broken. She looked up at me as if I’d asked her to do something impossible. As if I’d asked her to fly to the sun.
 
   “Breathe with me.” I inhaled slowly and she followed suit. I would do whatever it took to keep her in this moment with me. To keep her from retreating to the dark corners of her mind. 
 
   We breathed for a while and she closed her eyes.
 
   “Better?” I asked.
 
   She opened her eyes and the tension was gone from her face.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I let go of her and walked toward the car.
 
   “Come on, I want to take you one more place.” She followed me and I held the door open for her. I couldn’t get over the way she looked in my jacket. I never wanted it back so I could see her wearing it.
 
   We were silent on the quick drive to the generically named Sand Beach.
 
   I parked and we got out. It was a little chilly, but not too bad. I was cold, but I wasn’t going to take my jacket back. No way in hell.
 
   “I would say let’s take our shoes off and walk in the sand, but I don’t want you to get frostbite on your toes,” I said, trying to make things light.
 
   “It’s not cold enough for frostbite, but I definitely don’t want to have cold toes,” she said. We trudged through the sand and avoided the water as the sun sank low in the sky. I took her hand and she pulled it inside the cuff of the jacket so at least my right hand was warm.
 
   “It’s really beautiful,” she murmured.
 
   “Yeah, it is. And so are you.” I’d said it just to make her blush and I was rewarded.
 
   “Shut up,” she said, shoving me with her shoulder while still holding my hand. I laughed and pretended I was wounded.
 
   “That was such a line,” she said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “So? It’s true.” I wasn’t above using anything I could to get her to blush or to make her happy. Yanking her out of her head for a little while was my main goal in life. And kissing her. That was the other. She was just so damn good at it.
 
   “So, friend, how has your day been?” I asked.
 
   “It’s been pretty good, apart from a tiny freak-out, friend.” She gave me a smile and I tucked it in my mental pocket to save.
 
   “I don’t mind your freak-outs at all.”
 
   “Why? Why don’t you mind? Most people would.” I shrugged. She didn’t need to know why I didn’t mind. Why she could do just about anything and I would still be her friend.
 
   “I guess I’m not most people,” I said, pausing and leaning down to pick up a rock. 
 
   “Look. It’s shaped like a heart.” Okay, so it was shaped like a squished heart, but still. You could see it.
 
   “How incredibly cliché,” she said as I dusted the sand off the cool, slightly-wet rock.
 
   “I don’t care,” I said, shoving it in her pocket. I liked having little reminders and memories of her. She did too, judging by how many of my little presents now decorated her room. I loved knowing that the things I gave her were part of her private space even when I wasn’t there.
 
   “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
   “I take that as a compliment,” I said with a laugh. There were a few other people on the beach with us. Running, walking their dogs, taking pictures of the sun glinting off the waves. It would be fun to come here in the summer, but that was a long way off. My first Maine winter was coming soon and I wasn’t looking forward to any of it. The snow, the cold, the bundling up every time you had to go to class. And since I wasn’t a fan of winter sports, I was pretty much screwed.
 
   “Do you like the snow?” I asked her. I’d figured out that if I asked her seemingly innocuous questions, she’d sometimes reveal more than she meant to with her answers.
 
   “It depends. As long as I’m warm inside and I don’t have to go anywhere, I love it,” she said.
 
   “Totally agreed. I know I should be happy that I’ll be in a state that has plenty of snowboarding and skiing, but I’m not excited at all.” 
 
   “What about snowshoeing? That’s not too intense and can be really nice. I’ve done that a few times.” Something told me she hadn’t been alone when she’d snowshoed in the past.
 
   “I think I could be persuaded by a pretty girl to go snowshoeing. I mean, I could be persuaded by a pretty girl to do pretty much anything,” I said with a wink. That got me another blush. I shouldn’t call her pretty because she was so much more than that. Didn’t want her knowing just how incredibly stunning she was, though. I was afraid of freaking her out and probably would be for a while.
 
   “Maybe this winter we can go,” she said after a little hesitation. This was the first time she’d really talked about making future plans with me and I wanted to do an end zone victory dance.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll have to do that,” I said and she tightened her hold on my hand.
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   By the time we were done at the beach it was dinnertime, but we were both cold and wanted to get back to campus so I stopped a drive-thru (that Ingrid assured me had vegan options) on the way back and we ate in the parking lot, fighting over the ketchup packets for our fries.
 
   “They never give you enough. No matter how many you ask for, they never give you enough,” I said, fishing around in the bottom of the bag to see if I could find any more packets.
 
   She grinned at me and held up a handful of them before dropping them in her lap.
 
   “Well, aren’t you sneaky?” I said and she looked so pleased with herself.
 
   “If you’re nice to me, I might share.” I looked at her lips as she licked a blob of ketchup off of the corner of her mouth.
 
   “What if I’m not nice?” I said, leaning toward her a little.
 
   “Well, then I’m definitely not sharing,” she said and didn’t pull away.
 
   I took a risk, dived forward and gave her a sloppy kiss. She squealed and moved away, but not before I’d snatched a few of the packets away from her.
 
   “Victory,” I said and she scowled adorably at me. There wasn’t anything she could do that didn’t make me want her. 
 
   “You owe me,” she said, using a few fries to point at me.
 
   “I’ll make it up to you,” I said. 
 
   “You’d better.”
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   When we got back to campus, we sat in my car in the parking lot in silence. Seemed like neither of us knew what to say. It was like such an anticlimactic end to our day.
 
   “Thank you.” I turned to look at her. She stared down at her hands.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For today. For getting me out of my head. For helping me start learning how to breathe again. I’d forgotten how,” she said with a breathy little chuckle.
 
   “You’re welcome. I’m happy to be of service. Any time of the day or night.” I cringed the second after I said it. “Ouch, I didn’t mean to make it sound that creepy.” She let out a sweet little giggle.
 
   “That’s okay. I knew what you meant. I didn’t know how much I needed a friend like you.” She sat up and leaned over the center console, reaching for my face. I met her halfway and she gave me kiss. No tongue, no searing passion or desperation. It was a different kind of kiss. A thank you kiss. A friendly kiss with a hint of something more. I wanted more. I wanted so much more. I wanted everything.
 
   “Goodnight, Coen,” she said, getting out. 
 
   “Goodnight, Ingrid,” I called after her and watched as she walked toward her dorm, still wearing my jacket. I didn’t start the car until she’d made it into the building and disappeared.
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    “And where have you been?” Marty said as I shut the door of our room. I felt like I hadn’t seen him in weeks because I’d been so wrapped up in Ingrid. He didn’t seem to mind though.
 
   “Out with a girl,” I said with a smile.
 
   “Good for you, man. Good for you. Guess you have some game after all.” I shrugged and flopped down on my bed.
 
   “I think it’s all about tailoring your game to the girl. And this one requires more work, but it’s totally worth it.” He whistled and I threw a pillow at him.
 
   “Not like that. She’s not just a good body. Ugh, I’m not even talking about her like this with you.” Marty grinned at me and tossed the pillow back.
 
   “Okay, okay. Calm down, I get it. You’ve told me that she’s special. I guess I can see it. She’s definitely got that mysterious thing going on. And she’s hot…pretty. She’s pretty. And you like her. So that means I like her. And if you ever decide you want to step out and hang with the group, she’s more than welcome.” I knew that. Ingrid knew that. It didn’t mean it was going to happen.
 
   “We’ll see, we’ll see.”
 
   The rest of the night I spent catching up on homework I’d been neglecting in favor of spending time with Ingrid. My mom called and I thought about ignoring her, but that would just cause her to call back and leave tons of voicemails, so I answered.
 
   “Hey, Mom.”
 
   “Hi, Coen. Listen, the reason I called was that I was reading this article on Lyme Disease and I just wanted to make sure that you were checking yourself for ticks when you get home every day.” I sat there for a second, wondering how the hell to answer.
 
   “Um, I think I’m covered, Mom. I haven’t seen a tick ever.” Marty looked over at me and I rolled my eyes as he turned the volume on ESPN lower.
 
   “But that’s the thing about them, the deer ticks are the smallest and sometimes you don’t even know you’ve been bitten. I just worry about you, Coen.” Part of me wanted to tell her that she should worry more that Ike was going to end up in prison, but her concern was coming from the right place.
 
   “Okay, Mom, I’ll be sure to check.” She seemed mollified by that and we got back to normal conversation: Todd might be getting promoted at work (he was an accountant at a software company), she was thinking about getting her hair colored and Ike was… Ike.
 
   “Do you want to talk to him? He’s right here.” I could hear a little scuffle and then Ike grunted hello.
 
   “She forced the phone on you, didn’t she?” I said.
 
   “Yeah. So, how’s college. Are you kicking ass and fucking all the girls?” Mom yelled at him for his language, but he just walked into another room.
 
   “Not really, Ike. There’s a lot of studying and laundry and sleeping that goes on. I’ve been to a few parties, but it’s not quite Animal House. I mean, I know some people are into that, but I’ve been pretty low key.” He scoffed and I really wished Mom hadn’t put him on the phone.
 
   “I hope you’ve at least gotten laid once,” he said and I just… I really wanted to hang up.
 
   “Someday Ike, you’re going to get your head out of your ass. It will probably be when you’re in a nursing home on your deathbed and I probably won’t be there to see it. Either give me back to Mom or hang up.” 
 
   He laughed, which was unusual. Ike wasn’t one for smiling or laughing. Much like Ingrid. Maybe that was one of the reasons I was drawn to her. I knew what it was like to be around someone who didn’t show those kinds of emotions often.
 
   “You’re such a loser, Coen.” And then he hung up. Good riddance.
 
   “My brother is such a dick,” I said to Marty who turned the volume back up.
 
   “Yeah? Isn’t he like sixteen? What a surprise.” That was true, but Ike had his own special brand of assholery.
 
   “I guess,” I said, tossing my phone to the other end of my bed.
 
   “You’re lucky you’re the oldest. I’m the youngest and all I got was punched and hand me downs.” 
 
   “Ninety percent of the time I wish that I was still an only child, so there you go.” We talked more about siblings and brothers, but part of my brain was still thinking about Ingrid. She was always on my mind, whether I wanted to think about her or not. Knowing it was probably clingy, I texted her a little ocean emoji. That didn’t seem too crazy.
 
   She responded back with fries, a bottle of ketchup and a tongue. I laughed and Marty gave me a look.
 
   “You’re texting with her, aren’t you?” I couldn’t deny it.
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “Too eager, my friend. But what the hell do I know?” He shrugged and put his hands behind his head. I had never actually seen Marty do homework, but he went to class, so I assumed he was getting it done sometime. Plus there were all those hours he worked out or hung with his other friends. I didn’t know how he got everything done in one day.
 
   “It’s fine,” I said, hoping that it was. She had answered me, so I saw that as a positive sign. She could have just ignored me.
 
   Before I turned out the lights and crawled into bed I sent her one more text. A shooting star.
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   We texted stupid emojis back and forth the whole day on Tuesday. It was flirty and fun and I couldn’t help but laugh when I got them. It was fun trying to figure out what he was saying with a string of pictures. I thought he was going to call me, but maybe he was giving me space. He had the uncanny ability to know just what I needed when I needed it. Even if I didn’t.
 
   I had completely forgotten about his leather jacket, which was currently hanging on the back of my chair and every now and then, I’d get up and smell it. I was a terrible vegan, but I didn’t want to give it back to him.
 
   Things between us had been intense for two days and I needed a breather. Needed some time for myself and to reflect. Of course, I spent most of that time either doing homework, in class, or thinking about him. Okay, so I thought about him the entire time, even when I was doing other things. He’d crawled inside my head and set himself up in a corner of my mind and made a home there. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, but there was nothing I could do about it. He was here and he wasn’t going anytime soon.
 
   There was so much noise and clatter in my head that I pulled out my notebook and wrote a few words that turned into poems that turned into pages scrawled with Coen. I thought about posting some of them, but hesitated. All my poems were personal, but these were different. I hadn’t written like this before and I wasn’t sure how well it would be received. And then part of me was so scared that somehow he would see it and figure out I had written them. The words that spilled from my pen were wild and bold and intense. They scared me. What I was feeling for Coen scared me.
 
   I bumped into Lacey on her way to the bathroom on Tuesday night and she asked me what the grin on my face was for and I just shook my head. She laughed and gave me a wink before skipping toward the showers.
 
   I couldn’t hide the smile that came out on Wednesday when I saw him. At least he couldn’t hear the change in the rhythm of my heart.
 
   He handed me my cup of tea and I looked down at it.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked as we walked into class together.
 
   “Nothing. I just feel bad that you’re always the one bringing me tea. How about if we switch off? I’ll bring the beverages on Friday?” We sat down together and he handed me my little present. It was a little travel puzzle that would probably take a few minutes to put together, but I tucked it in my bag and thanked him.
 
   “You can also stop with the presents. I agreed to be your friend.” He gave me a look.
 
   “Hell no. I love giving you presents. I’m not going to stop.” His grin made bubbles explode inside my veins like in a glass of champagne. 
 
   “Fine, but if you give me presents, then I’m going to give you stuff in return. This friendship should be egalitarian.” I had already thought of a few fun things I could get him.
 
   “Then give me my coat back,” he said, his tone teasing.
 
   “No way. I’m keeping it.” He pretended to be shocked and then thoughtful.
 
   “Well, I guess I couldn’t have lost it to a prettier thief. It’s yours.” I’d never experienced the feeling of wanting to swoon, but right then I did.
 
   “I’m not a bad vegan if I have a leather jacket, right?” I said and the professor started class so I shut up.
 
   “No. You’re making up for the leather by saving other animals.” Well, I guess that made sense. I hoped it was okay. Maybe I’d do something to make it right.
 
   He tapped my shoulder a few minutes later and slid his notebook over to me. I had to clamp my hand over my mouth so I didn’t burst out laughing. He’d drawn a cow wearing sunglasses and a jacket just like his. There was a bubble coming from the cow’s mouth that said I still love you, Ingrid. I was dying. Could you die from the need to laugh? I settled for slumping over on my desk and probably looking like I was having some sort of breakdown. I could feel Coen shaking with his own silent laughter next to me and I wished I could slink out of the class and go out in the hallway to let my laughter out.
 
   “Shhh,” Coen hissed at me, but he was being just as disruptive as I was. A few people around us turn and glare, but it takes a while for me to get myself under control. Fortunately, there were only a few minutes left in class and as soon as we were out in the hallway, I smacked him on the arm.
 
   “That wasn’t very nice, Coen LaCour,” I said, but he just gave me the sweetest, most boyish smile and I wanted to so much to be mad at him, but I couldn’t. One smile could uncoil all my anger and irritation.
 
   “No, it wasn’t, but I have no regrets,” he said, holding his arm out for me to take. I hesitated for just a moment before I entwined my arm with his and he walked me to my next class.
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    “Why don’t you hang out with anyone else?” he asked that night as we ate takeout vegan lo mein on my floor, fighting each other for the pea pods with our chopsticks.
 
   “Because I don’t want to,” I said. “Haven’t you figured out by now that I hate everyone?” I laughed, trying to make it a joke, but I was mostly serious. I was supposed to hang out with Lacey, but I’d cancelled on her and she hadn’t pushed to reschedule. We’d fallen back into just saying hello to each other and exchanging small talk if we saw each other.
 
   “But maybe you wouldn’t hate everyone if you gave them a chance. You gave me a chance and now we’re friends,” he said, running one finger along my knee, making my leg jerk a little at the contact. I blushed and shifted into another position, my back against my desk.
 
   “You’re an exception,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Are you trying to pawn me off on someone else? You tired of me, Coen?” I couldn’t help the flirty tone that crept into my voice when we were like this. I loved flirting with him. 
 
   “No, I don’t think I could ever be tired of you, Ingrid,” he said, picking up the last pea pod with his chopsticks and holding it out to me. I moved my face forward and took it from him and the action somehow felt sexual.
 
   The air in the room shifted and thickened. Coen put down his chopsticks and scooted closer to me.
 
   “I think you should know,” he said, pushing some of my hair back, “that I like you.”
 
   “I think that’s obvious,” I said, my voice breathless.
 
   “I like you very much.” He leaned his mouth into my cheek and gave me a little kiss. I turned my head and kissed his lips and soon the lo mein was forgotten.
 
   Somehow I found myself nearly sitting in his lap, my fingers diving into his hair, my mouth desperately seeking his, my tongue aching to taste him.
 
   He moaned into my mouth and I couldn’t hold back. I filled myself with him and it blocked everything out. Past and  present. Everything was Coen.
 
   With a desperation I didn’t know I had inside me, I kissed his cheeks and his forehead and moved down to his neck. His fingers dug into my skin and the noises he made urged me on. I clawed at his shirt, as if I was going to shred it with my nails and that was when he put the brakes on.
 
   “Whoa, Ingrid. Hold on.” I pulled back and opened my eyes to find his two green orbs staring back at me. His mouth was red and puffy and there were marks starting to appear on his neck. I’d never given anyone a hickie before. I’d never wanted to.
 
   I leaned back and realized what I’d done.
 
   “Oh, Coen I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.” I stumbled back and ended up sitting on one of the empty food containers, but barely even noticed.
 
   He came after me, reaching out.
 
   “It’s okay, it’s so totally okay. I just needed a breather before we went too far. I just… I don’t think either of us is ready for something like that.”
 
   He was talking about sex. Yes, I liked kissing him, but I definitely wasn’t even remotely close to THAT. With Coen? No way. 
 
   I stared at him as if he’d been speaking in another language.
 
   “Ummm,” was all I could say. I could feel how red my face was and I really wanted to dive under my bed so he couldn’t see me.
 
   “And I just put my foot in my mouth and totally killed the mood. My bad.” He looked embarrassed too and there was awkward silence for a few horrible moments.
 
   He caressed my arms up and down, causing my skin to erupt into goosebumps that I knew he could feel when he touched me.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said and climbed off his lap. I could have sworn I heard him sigh a little as I settled back in next to him.
 
   “Now I feel like kind of an asshole, I’m so sorry.” He was making way too much of this. I knew he treated me like a precious piece of glass that was liable to shatter, but that was taking things a little too far.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay,” I said, touching his arm. “I was the one who attacked your face with my face.” He choked out a laugh and I joined him.
 
   “I am not complaining. At all,” he said and I snorted.
 
   “Well, good because I’m liable to do it again at some point.”
 
   “Anytime, anywhere, Ingrid.” Hot. I was hot all over and the air got heavy again.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said, scrambling to my feet and dashing for the bathroom.
 
   Too much. He was too much. We were too much together.
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   Whoa. Things went from zero to… well, I was definitely adjusting my pants and praying that Ingrid didn’t notice. I was almost relieved when she escaped to the bathroom because it gave me time to breathe and talk myself down, so to speak. I got up and paced her small room, trying to think of anything but the kiss that had just happened. My eyes fell on something poking out from under her pillow.
 
   I shouldn’t have touched it. It was wrong. But in hindsight, right and wrong were so much clearer. I reached for it and pulled it out.
 
   A journal. Yeah, I definitely shouldn’t have touched that. I struggled to put it back before she returned, but the book slipped out of my clumsy hands and fell open on the floor.
 
    
 
   The heaviness of your leather jacket,
 
   Our shoulders greeting one another,
 
   Your chipped perfection,
 
   The way you said my name,
 
   The way you said my name,
 
   The way you said my name…
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t have read it. I shouldn’t have read it. I shouldn’t have read it. My hands trembled as I closed the book and put it back under her pillow. I wanted to wipe off the cover. Like Ingrid was going to dust it for fingerprints periodically.
 
   The one good thing about the journal was that it helped fix the issue I had going on south of the border, so by the time Ingrid came back, I wasn’t popping out of my jeans.
 
   “You okay?” she asked. I was probably looking pretty guilty, but there were a lot of other things that I could feel guilty about so I just shoved this in the box with the others. They clattered around in my head and I fiddled with the food containers to distract myself.
 
   “Yup, just thinking about stuff.”
 
   “That can be dangerous, you know,” she said. Her smile was so much easier now. I still cherished every one of them and they stopped my heart each time. 
 
   “Yeah, so I’ve heard.” She flopped down on the floor again with me, her hair falling in her face. I fucking loved her hair. Just the few times I’d gotten to run my hands through it…
 
   Shit. I was getting hard again. Everything she did was so sexy and seemed to be designed to turn me on. She had no idea the effect on me she had and I kinda wanted to keep it that way. Constantly pitching a tent wasn’t going to do anything toward getting her to trust me.
 
   “So, I hate to break it to you, but I actually have to do homework. You can either stay and not talk and pretend you’re not here, or you can leave.” I’d been so blind when I thought she was fragile and delicate. She had these moments where I could see her natural personality coming out. The her that was untainted by the things she’d been through. 
 
   “Well, those are awesome choices. I think I’ll take the first, since I also have work to do and I just happen to have brought it with me,” I said, pointing to my overflowing backpack. That had been good planning on my part.
 
   She rolled her eyes and pulled out everything she needed and set up on her bed. 
 
   “Any room for me?” I asked, raising one eyebrow at the space that was dominated by her notebooks, textbooks, highlighters, laptop and body. 
 
   “Sorry, you’re outta luck. But the floor is definitely available.” She was sassy tonight. Yet another turn-on. Her wit was razor-sharp and I loved that too. 
 
   I pretended to scowl at her and set myself up on the floor. A few seconds later, a pillow hit me in the head.
 
   “Thanks,” I said and she smirked down at me. 
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   I would love to say that I tuned Ingrid out and was able to have enough concentration to focus on my homework and not her, but then I would have been a liar.
 
   I had my earbuds with me, but putting them in and cranking up the music seemed like cheating so I didn’t. Instead, I spent the entire three hours just waiting for her to make another sound. Whether she was turning a page, uncapping a marker, sighing or humming quietly along with her music, every sound she made sent a little jolt through me. I wanted to live in a world with these sounds. With these Ingrid sounds. 
 
   I didn’t risk looking up at her very often. 
 
   I managed to slog through about a third of what I needed to do, so I was definitely going to have to squeeze in some time alone the next day to finish it all, but it was totally worth it just to exist in the same room with her.
 
   “Ugh,” she said and I looked up to find her rubbing her eyes. 
 
   “You okay?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, just tired. Do you ever feel like your brain is tired but your body isn’t? Like, intellectual exhaustion.” I closed my book and shoved it aside, focusing my attention solely on her. 
 
   “All the damn time,” I said. To be fair, most of my mental exhaustion was self-inflicted. I could have stayed back home and gone to a state school and never come here. Never thought about Ingrid or sought her out. Never chased her here, or approached her, or tried to be her friend.
 
   She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and looked down at her books.
 
   “I’m glad I have you, Coen. I don’t have anyone else.” I knew that, but she didn’t know that I did, so I feigned being puzzled and asked her what she meant.
 
   “I don’t have any f-family. It’s just me. And you know I don’t have any friends.” She stumbled on the word “family” and I was surprised she’d even gotten it out at all.
 
   I didn’t want to ask, but I wasn’t supposed to know, so I had to.
 
   “What happened to your family?” She glanced up and I was nearly knocked over by the raw pain in her eyes. I’d never seen her look like that and it killed me. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said.
 
   “Okay,” I said hastily. “You don’t have to. But if you ever wanted to, you could. With me. You can talk to me about anything, Ingrid. I won’t tell, or judge you. Ever.” She turned away and nodded, but I could tell she was getting lost in her head again.
 
   “Hey, do you want to watch a movie or something?” Anything to pull her back from where she was going. It was a deep, dark place and often, I worried that I would lose her in there. That she’d never find a way out.
 
   “Sure,” she said, her voice flat. I scrambled up from the floor and fiddled with her TV, trying to find something, anything, that would bring her back. I wasn’t having any luck until she made a sound.
 
   “Oh,” she said and I looked back and forth from her to the screen. I didn’t know what show or movie it was, but it could have been paint drying for all I cared. She was sitting up and some of the storm had faded from her eyes. Good. Fantastic. 
 
   She slid some of her books aside and patted the place next to her.
 
   “Oh, I’m allowed to be on the bed now?” She rolled her eyes and patted the space again as I moved to occupy it.
 
   “What are we watching?” I asked, still confused. She gaped at me.
 
   “Have you never seen House Hunters?” I shook my head.
 
   “No, what is it?” Ingrid just shook her head slowly and snatched the remote from me.
 
   “Watch and learn, my young Padawan.”
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   Two hours later we were both screaming at her television.
 
   “You can change paint color, you morons!” Ingrid screamed.
 
   “Do they even know what an open floor plan is?” I asked to no one.
 
   “Seriously, I hate this show and I love how much I hate it at the same time,” Ingrid said, sighing and turning down the volume. “I mean, it’s just so predictable every time. There’s something comforting about that. I’m pretty sure it’s because this thing is scripted, but who cares?” I shifted a little until our shoulders were touching and I was violently reminded of the poem I’d seen in her journal. 
 
   I knew it was about me and I hated that I’d seen it. It was like sneaking into her mind without permission. I couldn’t undo it, but I wished that I could.
 
   “What?” she asked as I jolted with the memory. My eyes went to her pillow, but I couldn’t see the journal peeking out from underneath it anymore. I’d made sure to tuck it further back. I really, really hoped she didn’t notice.
 
   “Oh, nothing. Just annoyed by these terrible people. I’m pretty sure when I buy a house, I’m not going to be that much of an asshole.” Buying a house was weird to think about. It seemed like something that would happen so far into the future that I couldn’t even begin to think about it.
 
   “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’d be okay with ugly paint color since you can always just paint over it. But unless you want to do a huge renovation, you can’t fix a bad floorplan. Sometimes I have no idea what people are thinking when they build their houses.” She talked about a few other episodes of the show (clearly, she’d watched it a lot) and we laughed about random things. There was a pause as our laughter died and she looked like she wanted to kiss me. 
 
   And then she did. Her hand gripped my chin and she pulled my face right where she wanted it. It felt like when she’d climbed on my lap and taken hold. There was something wild and reckless about her that I’d only caught glimpses of so far. It reached out to me and I had no choice but to answer to it.
 
   Her kiss was death and life at the same time. It wasn’t just how her mouth fit against mine. It wasn’t just about how she tasted or used her tongue or the way she sounded when I did something she liked. It was good. It was all good. It was too good. 
 
   It made me feel out of control and crazy, in the best way. Somehow I found myself pushed back on the bed, with her straddling my lap again. I gasped and looked up at her. Her eyes were filled with liquid heat and she looked at me like… like she wanted me. I had had girlfriends before, but never like this. I’d never been wanted like this.
 
   Then again, I’d never been with anyone like her. Ingrid was in a class by herself.
 
   My fingers dug into her hips and she very slowly ground them on me. I wasn’t even sure she knew what she was doing, but my body had its own ideas and I couldn’t help the groan that escaped my mouth. My eyes slammed shut and I honestly thought I was going to die if she did that again.
 
   “Coen?” She said, and my eyes popped open to see her looking down at me with shock on her face. “What are we doing?”
 
   Wasn’t that the question? 
 
   “Honestly? I have no idea. But I do know that I’ve never wanted anything more than I want you right now.” Maybe it wasn’t the right thing to say, but I had to say it.
 
   Instead of climbing off me, or telling me that I was pushing things too far, or doing any of the things I thought she would do, she smiled slowly.
 
   “I know what you mean.” 
 
   Oh, fuck me. This girl was definitely going to kill me.
 
   “So what happens now?” I asked.
 
   “I have no idea. But I think… I think I should probably get off you before we do something that either of us is going to regret.” Oh, Ingrid. I could never regret a moment spent with you.
 
   “Or you could keep doing that thing with your hips and we can see where this goes?” I could hear the pleading in my voice and I hated it. I didn’t want to pressure her at all. “But you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Ever.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   “It’s not that I don’t want to, Coen. It’s so not that. I just… I can’t feel like this right now.” 
 
   “You mean you shouldn’t,” I corrected and she opened her eyes. It was a wonder I could even form sentences with the minimal amount of blood that was going to my brain.
 
   “I-I don’t know,” she stuttered and I could feel the moment starting to cool, at least for her. After a beat of silence, she swung her leg back over me and went back to the position she’d been sitting in before the kissing had happened.
 
   I lay there for a second, trying to gather myself back together. It was also painfully obvious just how much I wanted her. I was embarrassed and wanted to move, but I just couldn’t seem to.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said in a small voice.
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry about, Ingrid. Nothing. I don’t know what this thing between us is, but I know that I don’t want to lose you. Even if we just stay platonic friends. I want you in my life. I need you in my life, Ingrid.” Every now and then I said too much about how I felt about her and this was one of those times.
 
   “I want you in my life. I just don’t know what that means. I want you and I want to kiss you, but I don’t want to want you at the same time. It’s just…” she trailed off and then put her face in her hands and groaned. 
 
   “Believe me, I know. I didn’t plan for this.” This wasn’t a lie. I never planned to fall for her, but I should have known it was inevitable the first time I saw her. There was no stopping it now. All I wanted was her.
 
   “This is crazy,” she said with a little breathless laugh as she pulled a hand through her hair.
 
   “Not really. I knew the first time I saw you that I wanted to talk to you. I don’t know if I believe in fate, but if we hadn’t been put in the same class, we might never have met, so what would you call that?” She shrugged one shoulder.
 
   “I don’t know. I definitely don’t believe in fate. And if one more person tells me that everything happens for a reason, I’m going to flip a table,” she said. I knew exactly why she felt like that and I had to agree with her.
 
   “I know. I hate it when people say that. I just want to show them a picture of a baby with cancer and ask how the hell could there be any reason for that.” She looked at me and our eyes locked. We understood one another perfectly.
 
   “You’re kind of amazing, Coen LaCour,” she said, stroking my cheek with her fingertips. A fire flared inside me, shooting sparks everywhere.
 
   “Yeah, well.” I shrugged, unsure what to say to that.
 
   She broke the contact and glanced down at her phone.
 
   “It’s late. You should probably go.” I made no move to get up.
 
   “Yeah, I should. But I don’t want to.” I couldn’t reel the words back in once they were out.
 
   “I don’t want you to go either,” she said, surprising both of us.
 
   “Oh,” I said.
 
   “Oh,” she replied. 
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   I didn’t know what I was saying. I didn’t know what I was doing. Only that I didn’t want to stay alone in this room after he left. It was so quiet and so cold and I was so alone. I’d grown accustomed to being alone and then Coen had crashed his way into my life and I didn’t want that anymore.
 
   I didn’t want to be numb anymore. I wanted color and smiles and kisses and the sharp, sweet taste of life on my tongue. It was wrong and it was selfish, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d wanted something like this. Wanted it with every part of me.
 
   I’d thought these parts of me had shut off like a switch and I’d been fine with it. Until him.
 
   “Okay, I think we’re going to have to talk about what me staying over means, so there’s no confusion,” he said slowly, putting his hands out as if he was trying to steady me. 
 
   My mind was clear. I was decided. I brushed the fog from my mind and stared into the depths of green in his eyes.
 
   “I want you to spend the night with me. Sleep. Just sleep. It’s been so long since I slept, Coen. So long.” It was selfish, but I didn’t care. My body was weary and I needed him to soothe me.
 
   “Oh, Ingrid. I’d do anything for you. Anything. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it for you.” He stroked my cheek and I leaned into his hand. 
 
   “Will you stay with me? Please?” He nodded and leaned forward to give me the briefest of kisses. 
 
   “Of course I will.”
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   I didn’t want him to leave, even to get clothes, and he didn’t seem to want to, so we agreed that we would both sleep in our clothes. I didn’t want him to be the only one that was uncomfortable, so I stifled his protests about me putting on pajamas. 
 
   He didn’t know that most of my pajamas were thin, worn and didn’t cover much. I also slept naked sometimes, but I definitely wasn’t going to tell him that.
 
   He came with me to the bathroom so I could brush my teeth and wash my face. I held my toothbrush out to him. He made a face.
 
   “What? Your tongue has been in my mouth.” He snorted.
 
   “Good point, but I’m okay.” He put a glob of toothpaste on his finger and swabbed it all around his mouth, then called it good. I brushed out my hair and let him use my face wash.
 
   “Do I smell like peaches now?” he asked, leaning his cheek toward me. I leaned forward and sniffed before giving him a little peck.
 
   “Yeah, you do.”
 
   Dorm beds were long and thin, and probably not meant to be shared, but we found a way. Coen put his back to the wall and I faced him. Our noses were mere inches apart and I kept fighting the urge to laugh.
 
   “What?” he whispered. 
 
   “Nothing,” I whispered back. It didn’t seem right to talk in a normal volume.
 
   “You’re smiling. It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful, Ingrid.” I hadn’t counted my smiles today. I had no idea how many there were. And for the first time since everything had happened, I didn’t care. This was one day, just one day, when I wasn’t going to care. I’d count tomorrow.
 
   “I’m not tired,” I said.
 
   “Me neither,” he said. The room was quiet without the sound of the television, which I was so used to by now. But the pounding of my heart and the sound of Coen’s breathing were enough noise. Too much, actually.
 
   I moved my hand under my pillow and found my journal. I panicked for a moment and then shifted it so it was pushed further underneath. I didn’t think Coen was going to find it, but I should probably find another place for it if he was going to be here. I would just die if he saw anything written inside.
 
   It didn’t matter that I posted my poems on Instagram for strangers to see. I would never meet someone who would know that I was the writer. But if Coen knew… No, that was unacceptable.
 
   “This is weird. Being here with you like this.” I frowned.
 
   “Not in a bad way,” he said hastily, “I just mean I never thought it would happen.” 
 
   “Me, neither.”
 
   I felt like a creep staring at him, so I closed my eyes and snuggled closer, folding my hands together under my chin. His lips brushed my forehead and then he pressed his face to mine.
 
   “Goodnight, Ingrid. Sleep well.”
 
   “You too, Coen,” I said.
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   The next thing I knew, my eyes were opening and my vision was filled with green eyes and a chipped tooth and dark, wild hair.
 
   “Hey,” he said with a smile.
 
   “H-hey,” I said back, worried about my breath. We were still in the same position we fell asleep in, except for the fact that I’d thrown my outside leg over him, as if I was trying to climb him in my sleep.
 
   “If we don’t get up soon, we’re going to be late,” he said.
 
   “What?” I looked up and saw that soft morning light was spilling in through a crack in my curtains. I jolted upright and scrabbled for my phone. It was seven in the morning. I’d slept for eight hours straight.
 
   Somehow.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Coen didn’t understand what was going on in my head.
 
   “Nothing, I just wanted to know what time it was.” My heart was going a mile a minute and if I wasn’t careful, I was going to have a panic attack. I dashed from the room and down the hall to the bathroom where I locked myself in a stall and tried to slow everything down.
 
   Why was it freaking me out that I’d slept through the night? That should not be something that a person had a panic attack over. But other people weren’t me.
 
   “Ingrid?” I heard the door to the bathroom slowly open. Technically this was the girls’ room, but not one really paid attention to the signs so it didn’t matter if he came in.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, my voice shivery and breathless. I definitely didn’t sound okay.
 
   “Are you sure? You just… you seemed a little freaked out. If you want me to go that’s totally fine. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t want to talk or something.” Sweet. He was pure sweetness and kindness. 
 
   I didn’t deserve him.
 
   “Really, Coen, I’m okay. I’m just going to take a shower and then go to class.” 
 
   I thought I heard him sigh.
 
   “Okay. I’ll see you later, maybe?” It wasn’t his fault. It really wasn’t. It was mine. Always mine.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll get dinner or something.” Ugh, I was going to regret those words later, but right now I just needed him to give me some space. Some room to breathe.
 
   “Okay, see you later.” The disappointment was clear in his voice, but he didn’t press.
 
   Oh, how I’d wanted this morning to be something other than what it turned out to be. As usual, I’d ruined it. I had quite the habit of doing that, especially with Coen. But instead of running after him and telling him that I wanted to walk to the cafeteria and get breakfast, or telling him that I had granola bars, I stayed in the bathroom and waited until I knew he’d for sure be gone from my room.
 
   I slunk back and breathed a sigh of relief when the room was empty when I opened the door. All evidence of him was gone. He’d even made the bed back up. I could still smell him, though, and his coat was slung over the back of my desk chair.
 
   Coen. 
 
   He was everywhere.
 
   Deciding I needed to get going, I grabbed my things and headed for the shower. I’d thought about skipping class today, but I knew I would have regretted it later. I couldn’t let something so silly impact my education. I had to get my degree. If I did nothing else, I had to do that.
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   The day dripped by like a sluggish faucet. I sent Coen a text message apologizing for my behavior in the morning, and he sent me back a smiley face and a thumbs up, so I assumed I was forgiven, or at least he was okay with it.
 
   My thoughts kept going back to the night. To waking up in his arms and what that felt like. My body was full of energy, as if I’d had five cups of tea instead of just one. Everything seemed easier now that I’d had sleep. 
 
   Like being sick. You didn’t know how bad it was until you got better.
 
   When I got back to my room after classes, I paced around for a while. I thought I was going to crawl out of my skin. This eight hours of sleep thing had made me hyper and I didn’t know what to do with my energy. Before I could think about it, I sent him a text.
 
   Wanna go for a walk?
 
   He texted back a few moments later.
 
   See you in five.
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   I’d never seen her so energetic before. Guess the sleep had done her good. Or she’d had too much tea today. That was also a possibility.
 
   “Hey, so, sorry about this morning. I really am. I freaked out and kicked you out and I’m sorry. So, here,” she said, handing me a piece of notebook paper, folded in half.
 
   “I didn’t have time to go out and get a card, so I made you this.” The front of the homemade card had a sad face on it and the words I’M SORRY. On the inside were the words I’M AN ASS and her name. I snorted.
 
   “You’re not an ass, but thanks for the card all the same,” I said, carefully folding it and tucking it into my jacket pocket. I was wearing my second-favorite jacket since she still had my other one. 
 
   “I think some people would beg to differ, but fine.” She really did look good today, not that she didn’t always, but there was a lightness about her that I hadn’t seen much of before.
 
   “So, where are we off to?” I asked. The campus had a few nature trails here and there, but I’d never felt the urge to walk on them. 
 
   She just smiled at me and held out her hand.
 
   “Come on.”
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   Even though they were so close to campus, the nature trails felt like another world. The forestry department was big on conservation, so many of the trees were ancient. 
 
   “I’ve always wanted to come here, but I didn’t want to come alone,” she said. I was holding her hand, and every now and then her grip would tighten and the rings on her fingers would dig into mine. 
 
   I loved every minute of it.
 
   “Why were you scared to come alone?” I asked. She ducked her head.
 
   “You’re going to laugh at me.” I tugged on her hand to make her look up.
 
   “Promise I won’t,” I said, using my other hand to make an X on my chest.
 
   She looked down and mumbled something.
 
   “What was that?” I asked, putting my hand to my ear.
 
   “I was scared of bears, okay?” Oh, it was so hard not to laugh. I had to clamp my mouth shut and try to breathe through my nose.
 
   “You’re laughing at me,” she said, poking me in the chest with our joined hands.
 
   “No, I’m not,” I choked out.
 
   “Yes, you are. Fine, I know it’s stupid. But most fears and phobias are irrational. What are you afraid of?” I wasn’t going to tell her that. The one thing I was afraid of, she could never know. 
 
   “Snakes,” I said quickly. “But they’re poisonous where I come from, so that fear is perfectly rational.” 
 
   “Whatever,” she said, blushing a little. Fuck, I loved it when she blushed.
 
   “Well, if there are any bears, I will protect you,” I said, stopping us so I could kiss her on the forehead.
 
   “I bet you would,” she said without a hint of mocking.
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   We didn’t see any bears on our walk, but something else happened. Ingrid started talking. About high school and all sorts of random things. I kept my mouth shut, worried that if I said anything, she’d realize what she was doing and stop.
 
   “I wasn’t super into school, but I liked to read, so I always figured I’d do something with English; but then I also don’t want to be unemployed, so I have no idea what I’m going to do,” she said. I wished I was recording her, or writing this down so I could remember everything later. My brain was overflowing with the information she was dropping on me.
 
   “What about you? Do you have a major? I feel like I know so much about you, but not much at all.” I felt the same about her.
 
   We reached a fork in the path and I let her pick which direction we would head in. She chose the left. The trails weren’t that long, so I didn’t worry about getting lost. Besides, if we walked long enough, we’d eventually end up back on campus. 
 
   “Uh, no. I’m still undecided. My mom wants me to do something that will result in a definite job after graduation, but she can’t seem to figure out what that means and I have no idea what I want. I mean, isn’t that what college is for? To try a bunch of things and figure out which one works for you?” She nodded.
 
   “That’s what I always thought, but as soon as you enter high school, people are up your butt about it. Some people know, but I think most of us don’t have any idea. Or maybe we do, but then we find that’s not what we want after all. You know?” 
 
   The words between us flowed so easily, I realized that she’d once been outgoing and verbal, but circumstances had changed that for her. It made me wish for the thousandth time that I could reverse time for her and change everything.
 
   “Who the hell knows? We’re just freshmen. We’ve got time, I guess,” she said and then a cloud crossed her expression. I’d been waiting for it all along. We’d been walking at least an hour, so that was something.
 
   “Maybe you’ll be a vegan chef?” I suggested. It took her a little while to answer and her hand loosened in mine and almost dropped.
 
   “Maybe,” she said. Deciding that distraction was my best mode of bringing her back, I let go of her hand and then stood in front of her, blocking her path.
 
   “What the hell, Coen?” she said.
 
   “Hop on,” said, looking at her over my shoulder and crouching down a little. “Piggyback.”
 
   For a moment, she hesitated and then rolled her eyes. But then she jumped and I curled my hands around her legs and hoisted her up. Her arms wound around my neck and she rested her chin on my shoulder, her breath in my ear.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked and I started walking.
 
   “I don’t know. It just seemed like the right thing to do.” She laughed and I knew I’d made the right call.
 
   “You’re not going to take me all the way back like this, are you? You’ll probably break your back.” Now I was the one to scoff. She didn’t weigh much, and definitely not enough to cause damage to my back.
 
   “I’ll let you know before that happens and you can get down,” I said.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I turned around and started heading back the way we’d come. I’d only walked a few steps when suddenly a deer stepped out of the woods and into the path.
 
   “Oh my God,” Ingrid breathed in my ear and I stopped walking. The deer stopped as well, about thirty feet away from us. I didn’t know much about deer, but I was almost positive it was female. No antlers. Or horns. Whatever they called them. The deer flicked its ears back and forth and didn’t seem too upset by our presence.
 
   “It’s like Bambi,” Ingrid said as the deer leaned down and nibbled at some grass on the path.
 
   “Let’s hope this deer’s mom doesn’t get shot,” I said and Ingrid laughed a little.
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   The deer finally meandered away from us and I started walking again.
 
   “I think the deer get so used to people being around that they don’t care anymore,” Ingrid said. “I mean, I’m sure there’s lots to eat around campus in the dumpsters and so forth. The squirrels are all too fat to run.” That made me laugh because it was true. I’d seen a squirrel try to climb a tree once and fail so miserably I wished I’d caught it on video.
 
   Ingrid started whistling as we walked back and I was so shocked, I nearly dropped her.
 
   “You’re a really good whistler,” I said as she picked out a tune I didn’t know.
 
   “Thanks,” she said, stopping. “It’s not super impressive, but if I ever need a hidden talent for something, I’m good.” She had a point. I didn’t have any hidden talents. She was just full of surprises.
 
   “Yeah, you are.” 
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   I didn’t make it all the way back to campus with her on my back, but I made a good effort. She finally pinched my ear and made me let her down.
 
   “I can walk, Coen,” she said.
 
   “Well, I know that,” I said. “Just thought it would be more fun that way.”
 
   She took my hand again.
 
   “It was.” 
 
   She sighed.
 
   “Was that a happy sigh?” I hoped it was.
 
   “I think so?” She didn’t sound sure and I left it alone.
 
   “I don’t remember what it’s like to be happy,” she said, so quietly I didn’t think she meant me to hear it. But I did.
 
   “I think you remember better than you think you do. I think you stop yourself from being happy. You feel it and then slam the door in its face.” I probably shouldn’t have said that, because she stopped walking and dropped my hand. 
 
   “You don’t know anything about me, Coen. Just because we’ve kissed a few times and hung out, you think you can analyze me and tell me about my life? Fuck you.” She started to march off, but I was hot on her heels. I grabbed the back of her jacket to make her stop. She sputtered and spun around to face me, her eyes full of rage and sadness.
 
   “I’m only telling you what I see. That’s it. You can take it or leave it. Why does what I say affect you so much?” I was pushing it. Definitely pushing it.
 
   She gaped at me. I prepared myself for her to slap me or spit in my face, but she surprised me again. 
 
   She cried. It started as a gasp of sound and then she crumpled into sobs that were unlike anything I’d ever heard before. God, it was scary, hearing something like that. I reached out and pulled her into my arms where she shook. I tried to do what I could which amounted to me rubbing her back and just holding on for dear life.
 
   Her fingers dug into my chest and I just hoped that I was doing the right thing and she was getting some sort of comfort because I had no idea what the fuck I was supposed to be doing. 
 
   She started gasping and I was worried she was going to hyperventilate and pass out. Then she sniffed and I could feel her trying to slow her breathing down, but her lungs kept jerking and spasming. There was a hurricane inside her trying rip its way out. And there I was, holding an umbrella that was pretty much useless.
 
   At last she raised her head and looked at me. Her face was dry. No tears, which threw me off. She let out one last gasping breath and pushed me away.
 
   I searched for the right words to say because I had to be careful. So careful.
 
   “Are you okay?” Oops. Wrong thing.
 
   Her eyes narrowed and she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and closed her eyes.
 
   “No, I’m so fucking far from okay, Coen, but you’d be an idiot not to see it.” It was true. I knew she wasn’t okay. This wasn’t a revelation, but not for the reasons that she thought.
 
   “What can I do to help you? What can I do for you? Name it and I’ll do it.”
 
   She turned her back on me and clasped her arms around herself. Holding herself together by sheer force of will.
 
   “I don’t know anymore. I don’t think anything or anyone can help me. Sometimes I… sometimes I feel like I can be who I was before, and then I see it again and I know I’m kidding myself. I’ll never be okay and part of me doesn’t want to be.” She turned back around and gave me the saddest smile I’d ever seen.
 
   “Why not?” I asked, and dreaded the answer.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Because some things you can’t come back from.” 
 
   I swallowed past a painful lump in my throat and felt tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. I wasn’t going to let myself fucking cry. Not right now.
 
   “What things, Ingrid? Tell me.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head as she started walking back in the direction of campus.
 
   “Ingrid!” I called out to her, but she didn’t turn around. 
 
   “Let me go, Coen,” she threw over her shoulder, her voice shaking. “Just let me go.”
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   I made it back to my room with shaking legs and collapsed on my bed. What the hell had happened? One minute I’d been spilling my guts to him about all sorts of things and then I was walking away. Again. Shoving away the first good thing I’d had in a while.
 
   I flipped on my back and looked up at my ceiling. My phone buzzed with a text and I knew it would be from him. Who else would it be? I had no one else to text and no one who would text me back.
 
   I had no one. I was alone. An island unto myself and all that. I’d broken off from the rest of the world and let myself float into the blue and I’d been fine with it. I had needed it. Sought it out.
 
   And now… it was like Coen had gotten in a boat and rowed out to find me. To try to bring me back. Tether me to life again. I’d let it happen. I’d been so stupid and I let it happen. 
 
   I never should have talked to him. Never should have kissed him. Never should have led him on. To be fair, I did warn him, but he didn’t listen. Well, he was going to listen now. 
 
   To the sound of silence.
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   I didn’t text him back. I skipped class the next day. It was too late in the semester to drop it without incurring a penalty on my GPA, so there was nothing I could do about it, but I could sit far, far away from him. Unfortunately, that meant I had to cram myself in with a group of other people so he couldn’t find an available seat. I got a few weird looks the first day, but soon they went back to ignoring me.
 
   I refused to look for him. To see him when he stopped on the stairs near me and looked for a seat. I’d sent the clearest message I could.
 
   Stay away. Don’t bring me tea. Don’t bring me Slinkies. Don’t talk to me. Leave me alone. Once and for all.
 
   If I said it was easy, I would have been a liar, at least for the first few days. Even though I couldn’t see him, I could feel him looking at me. Wanting to talk to me, to reach out and try to grab me one more time. 
 
   That wasn’t going to happen again. I was going to go through my life like this now. I was going to somehow finish a degree (once I decided what the hell to study) and then I was going to… do something. Or maybe nothing. There was money. Plenty of it to live on and pay for things I might need. I didn’t want to use it, but it was there anyway. 
 
   I could do this. I’d been doing it and it had worked. It had worked just fine until Coen. Until those damn green eyes and that cursed smile with his chipped tooth. Perfectly imperfect Coen LaCour.
 
   The first week was the worst. I found myself with endless hours of time that I had to fill with something. I ended up reading a lot. Books I hadn’t touched in years. I got ahead on all my homework and my grades started getting even higher. The nightmares came back and I went back to not sleeping too often, but it was a small price to pay. I’d gone through it all before Coen and I’d do it now. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.
 
   I was well on my way to being back to who I’d been when I first moved in. I’d moved all of my things (what few things I brought with me) myself. No one helped me. 
 
   I tried as hard as I could not to picture how it could have been. Mom, fussing and fluttering around like a bird who could never find the right place to land. Dad, calm and steady, giving me an exasperated smile. And Elise, bouncing around and asking all kinds of questions and scoping out the boys for me. 
 
   With a groan, I slammed the door shut on that line of thinking. I couldn’t. It hurt too much. It hurt in so, so many ways. Because I was here and they weren’t. Because I should have been with them and I wasn’t. Because I was still living and they weren’t.
 
   But here I was, despite wanting to be otherwise more than once. It would have been so easy. Some pills and a full bathtub. There was no one to save me because I was alone. It would have been fitting, to do it in that house where their lives had ended.
 
   I’d thought of it so many times, but I’d never done it. I’d held the pill bottle in my hand so hard that my hand ached and I had to drop it. I wanted to write about it. To spill the words out of my head and onto a page. But that would have given them more shape and power and I couldn’t. I just… I couldn’t.
 
   So instead I wrote poems about other things. Happy things. And then I burned them and watched the ashes flutter like wings.
 
   I thought about burning the house. That place where everything had ended and where this new life for me had begun, but I couldn’t do it. So instead I got an apartment and left the house as it was. A museum of tragedy. I couldn’t sell it. I couldn’t do anything with it. So I let it stand there. Stand there and gather dust and mold and decay.
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   Coen didn’t stop texting me, and I allowed myself to read his messages. Guess I had masochistic tendencies. At first they were pleading. Asking if he could come over, if we could talk, telling me he was sorry for what he said and he’d make it up to me if only I would let him. 
 
   When those didn’t work, he moved on to just asking me how I was. He knew I was still alive because he saw me in class. Every now and then I’d catch a glimpse of him and he always had my tea waiting for me. I didn’t know what he did with them when I didn’t drink them. I hoped he didn’t throw them away.
 
   The days dragged on and soon we were full in the arms of fall in Maine. Everywhere you walked was covered with leaves that made a susurrus when walked on. I liked the sound, so I spent a lot of time just wandering around campus. I didn’t go back to the nature trails. Too complicated. Every now and then I would see Coen, and I would always turn away. To be fair, it wasn’t like he sought me out. He didn’t wave or call my name or try to get my attention in any way. That was a relief. For a few seconds after I saw him, I would want to yell his name. To run over to him and tell him that I had made a huge mistake and I wanted to be friends with him again. But I knew it wouldn’t work. 
 
   To be fair, we’d never really been friends exactly. We’d always been more. From that very first day. We’d tried to deny it, but that only worked for so long. We were all or nothing, the two of us. And right now, I needed us to be nothing.
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   October break arrived, and since I didn’t want to just go home and sit alone in my apartment, I sat alone in my dorm room and ate my weight in peanut butter and crackers and watched seven seasons of Parks and Rec and seven seasons of Gilmore Girls. I also read five books. I had at least two nightmares every night and went back to just sleeping for a few hours at a time, with my phone set to wake me up so I didn’t sleep too deeply.
 
   Coen stopped texting me. I was both devastated and relieved by this. Was it possible to feel two such opposite emotions at once? I wanted to write about it, but wouldn’t let myself. That would have been admitting how hurt I was and how much I wanted to go back to the way things had been. I just couldn’t.
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   It was almost Halloween when Coen spoke to me again. It was accidental. I hadn’t been paying attention and ended up leaving class at the same time he did. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said, stepping back to let me go through the door ahead of him.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, stammering and blushing. He just gave me a sad look. I walked through and turned to say something to him. I just couldn’t take the silence anymore.
 
   “What?” he said, and it was like our roles had reversed. Instead of being the one being chased, I was doing the chasing. I hated the look on his face. 
 
   “I’m sorry. But this is the way it has to be,” I said. The words were disgusting in my mouth. I didn’t believe them. He didn’t believe them. But what else was I going to say?
 
   He clenched his jaw and looked away from me. I almost thought he was going to cry. I was a horrible excuse for a human being.
 
   “I don’t understand how you can hurt me this much, Ingrid. You just… I don’t understand it. I don’t understand you.” His eyes met mine and it was like being shot with an ice-cold bullet, right to my heart. I didn’t know I could still feel like this. That my already-dead heart could still beat and function and care about someone else.
 
   “Well, that makes two of us,” I said and I couldn’t stare directly at him anymore. It hurt too much to see him hurting and knowing I had caused it.
 
   “Can we just… talk? Please?” His voice cracked on the ‘please’ and it nearly broke me in half. I closed my eyes and knew I was going to regret saying it, but I did it anyway.
 
   “Yes.” 
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   After weeks of absolutely nothing, I thought maybe Ingrid had forgotten about me. Marty thought there was something seriously wrong with me and tried to get me to go out and find someone new, but I refused. No one would replace Ingrid. It wasn’t possible. There was no one out there like her. Not in this world, not in any other. Even if I looked a thousand years, I wouldn’t find another girl like her. She was it and I didn’t want anyone else, even if I could no longer have her.
 
   I’d thought that after the initial freeze out, she’d relent, but she only strengthened her resolve against me. I kept trying, but even I had to recognize that she wasn’t budging. 
 
   I’d gone home for October break and my mom had remarked how pale and out of sorts I’d seemed. She thought it was due to the Maine weather, or being away from everything I’d known. She begged me to come home, but I told her I was going to stick it out. She’d taught me not to give up and I wasn’t throwing in the towel yet. Even if Ingrid wouldn’t talk to me anymore. I was going to tell her anyway. Somehow.
 
   It was complete coincidence that she finally said something to me. I hadn’t even seen her getting to the top of the steps and suddenly there she was. 
 
   And then she spoke and I seized my moment. I was still pretty pissed at her for doing what she did with no explanation, but if she’d asked me to lay down in the road and get run over by a fucking bus, I would have done it. It was ridiculous what I would do for this girl.
 
   She was silent as we walked to the coffee shop where we’d talked that first day. Without asking, I went to the counter and ordered her a peppermint tea and got myself a green tea. I didn’t need coffee jitters right now. I had to be as calm and stable as I could.
 
   When I came back with the drinks I realized that she was pale and sleep-deprived again. I wondered if it had anything to do with me and hoped that it didn’t. I never wanted to be the one who caused her to look like that, no matter what she did to me in return.
 
   I handed her the tea without a word and sat down, leaning back in my chair. She folded her hands around the cup, as if she was cold. To be fair, Maine was heading toward winter and she didn’t have any gloves on. I wished I had an extra pair in my bag to give her.
 
   “So,” she finally said, after taking a sip.
 
   “So,” I replied. She took a deep breath and pushed the tea away, looking up at me at last. Beautiful eyes and dark circles. Oh, Ingrid.
 
   “I really am sorry for being such an asshole. I thought about getting you another card, but then I would have had to talk to you and I didn’t want to. It hurt too much.” I gripped the edge of the table so hard that it ground into the bones of my fingers.
 
   “If it hurt so much, then why did you do it?” I knew why she had. Dozens of times I had thought about just showing up at her room and telling her everything. Telling her that I knew all about why she pushed me away. That I knew what had happened. That the details and pictures were burned in my memory and I couldn’t forget them. That I had come here for her. 
 
   “Because I thought I had to,” she said. At least that wasn’t another bullshit lie.
 
   “Why,” I said, my voice harsh. Even though I knew it wasn’t fair to be angry with her for not trusting me when I was keeping my own from her. It was totally messed up but, I wanted her to trust me. To tell me. 
 
   I shoved that aside and looked at her.
 
   “Because I was scared. Because I am scared. I didn’t want this to happen. I stayed away from people so this didn’t happen, Coen. And then you just pushed and pushed and I couldn’t say no to you. You’re too charming for your own good.” I almost missed the little smile that she gave me. 
 
   “I am?” I asked and she rolled her eyes. Finally a moment of non-seriousness. I hadn’t been trying to be charming when I did all those things. I was just trying to get her to talk to me, by any means necessary. 
 
   “You know you are. Between the eyes and the hair and the little presents? Are you kidding?” I opened my mouth and then closed it, smiling like crazy. Just one little compliment from her and I was on top of the fucking world. Like she flipped a switch inside me.
 
   “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I said and she smiled again before biting her lip and taking another sip of tea. We’d spent weeks apart and yet we’d fallen right back into talking to one another. Easy. So easy.
 
   “I know you’re pissed at me and you have every right to be,” she said and the mood shifted again.
 
   “I’m not pissed at you. Okay, maybe a little. I just want you to trust me, and I don’t know how to make that happen. It seems like no matter what I do, nothing is good enough for you, Ingrid.” 
 
   She started to say something and then closed her mouth and nodded.
 
   “You’re right. I want to trust you and I want to let you in, but I don’t know how and I’m scared. What if you hurt me?” Her voice got small and I reached across the table for her hand. She didn’t pull back and let me wrap my fingers around hers.
 
   “I wish I could promise that’s not going to happen, but I can’t, Ingrid. I can’t give you that kind of guarantee. All I can promise is to do everything I can to try to not to hurt you.” This was one of those moments when the weight of what I was keeping from her slammed into my shoulders and squeezed my lungs and threatened to kill me.
 
   I was a selfish asshole. Sitting there with her like this and demanding her truth while withholding mine. Selfish, selfish, fucking asshole.
 
   “I guess that’s all I can ask?” she said, but she didn’t seem sure. “I still don’t know if I can go through this with you, Coen, but I think I want to try. These past few weeks have been awful and even if we’re just friends, I want you in my life.” Just friends. We’d never really been just friends, but if that was what made her comfortable, I’d do it. I’d do whatever she wanted me to.
 
   “We can do that. Just friends. I promise. Hands off,” I said, letting go of her hand and putting both of mine in the air.
 
   She laughed a little.
 
   “I’ll believe that when I see it, but sure. Just friends. No touching and no kissing and no… doing things that are non-friend like. We can sit together and hang out, but anything other than that, I think we should draw the line. Okay?” I waited a moment before I agreed because I didn't’ want to seem too eager.
 
   “Done,” I said, holding my hand out. “We have to shake on it. And then after that no touching.” She sighed but shook my hand and then drew hers back.
 
   “We’re both missing class,” she said.
 
   “What a shame. What shall we do with ourselves?” I said.
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied with a shrug.
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    “Do you want to give a walk another go?” I asked. “Maybe not in the woods this time. Just around campus.” It was chilly and it seemed like a good idea to get some color into her pale cheeks.
 
   “Sure,” she said and we set off. There were plenty of other students on their way to and from classes and so forth, but I could only think about her.
 
   “So what’s been going on since we last talked?” I asked, trying to be casual.
 
   “A whole lot of nothing,” she said. “But I think you knew that.”
 
   “I didn’t know for sure, but I don’t know what you do when you’re alone. Maybe you have a secret hobby or something.” She gave me a shocked look and I remembered she did have a secret hobby, but I hadn’t even been talking about her poetry.
 
   “Maybe I do,” she said, recovering smoothly.
 
   “Can I guess what it is?” I asked as we waited in the crosswalk for it to be safe to go.
 
   “I’m not going to tell you if you’re right,” she said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. I’ll know if I get it right. You’re not as good at hiding your facial expressions as you think you are.” She looked scandalized and swatted me on the arm.
 
   “No touching,” I said, reminding her and admonishing her with one finger.
 
   “Shut up. Go ahead and guess. You’re going to get it wrong.” I wasn’t going to guess what I already knew. This was all about getting her to laugh and feel comfortable with me again.
 
   I rubbed my hands together.
 
   “Your secret hobby is knitting.” She shook her head. “Crocheting?” That earned me an eye-roll.
 
   “What? Those are legitimate hobbies.”
 
   “You’re making me sound like an old lady.” I pretended to act offended.
 
   “I will have you know that knitting is super hip.” She scoffed so I tried again.
 
   “Painting? Collages? Graffiti?” She shot them all down and I tried some that were more outrageous.
 
   “Grand theft auto? Robbing banks? Ziplining? Making sculptures out of other people’s garbage?” She was finally laughing and it was such a wonderful sound. I needed it in my life like I needed to be able to breathe. Ingrid had become essential to my own happiness and I didn’t think there would be a time when she wasn’t, even after everything came out. She definitely wasn’t going to want me after that. So I was going to enjoy my time with her, however long it would be, so I could tuck these moments away in my mind, like pictures in a scrapbook.
 
   “You’re wrong, wrong, wrong. But the effort is very cute.” She was complimenting me quite a bit today and it was really nice. It made me feel like I was a thousand feet tall and that I could leap buildings and punch through walls and shit. There was nothing like a compliment from Ingrid to make me feel fucking amazing.
 
   I kept guessing and making her laugh as we headed in a roundabout way across the entire campus. 
 
   “I guess I give up,” I said, throwing my hands in the air.
 
   “Because most of your guesses were so far off the mark. Some of them were also very illegal and if I was doing them, I wouldn’t tell you.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief and I wanted to kiss her so much that it was like a punch in the gut. I dug my fingers into my hands instead and shoved them in the pockets of my coat so I didn’t reach out to her. We’d only been friends again for less than an hour and I was already fighting to keep from touching her.
 
   This wasn’t going to be easy.
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   We went back to my room and hung out for a while and watched Justified. 
 
   “Is it weird that I suddenly find myself attracted to Timothy Olyphant?” I said. Ingrid shook her head.
 
   “Not at all. I’d be surprised if you weren’t attracted to him. He’s magic.” I snorted and reached for the box of vegan cookies that sat between us on my bed. We’d made sure to put several feet of distance between us so there was less temptation. Or that was the theory. I still had to fight myself from touching or kissing her. And it didn’t look like I was the only one. I kept catching her looking at me when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. I couldn’t help but be satisfied with that. 
 
   We were right in the middle of an episode when Ingrid grabbed the remote and hit Pause on the show.
 
   “Okay, so I’m going to tell you some things and I need you to shut up and not say anything because I don’t think I’ll get it out if you do,” she said all in a rush. I swallowed and nodded. This was it.
 
   “You know that I don’t talk about my family. That I try not to mention anything about them and you know that something happened to them.” I nodded again and clenched my hands together so I didn’t reach out and try to comfort her. She was surprisingly calm, however, as if she’d rehearsed this or thought about what she would say ahead of time. No doubt she had.
 
   “There were four of us. My mom, my dad and my younger sister. My dad was in the foster care system and never tried to find his birth family and my mom was estranged from hers so I didn’t have any aunts or uncles or cousins or grandparents. I never minded because I didn’t think I needed anything other than what I had.” She looked off into the distance and I tried not to breathe too loudly so I wouldn’t disturb her.
 
   “And then one day I lost everything.” Her eyes snapped back to mine and the look in them made me want to throw up. I’d never seen so much naked pain in another person. Well, except maybe for my own mother. My stomach heaved and I had to shut my eyes and breathe through my nose.
 
   “Are you okay?” she said, and I felt just the barest brush of her fingers on my arm before she pulled back.
 
   “I think I’m the one that should be asking that,” I said and willed my stomach to settle. I couldn’t get sick in front of her. She’d know something was up and then the entire house of cards I’d built would come crashing down around me before I could explain why I’d built it in the first place.
 
   “When did it happen?” I rasped, even though I knew. I knew the exact date. The exact hour. It was branded in my mind.
 
   “Seven months ago,” she whispered, twisting her fingers together. “Sometimes it feels like it’s been a thousand years and sometimes it feels like seconds ago.”
 
   She gave me a sad smile and I could feel my heart breaking for her. Again. Again and again, like ice cracking.
 
   “I know we’re not supposed to touch, but I’m going to hug you now,” I said, holding my arms out and leaning forward.
 
   She folded herself perfectly into my arms and I buried my face in her hair. With a little sigh she pressed her face into my chest, right above my heart.
 
   With shaking fingers, I stroked her head, my fingers getting tangled in her hair. There was no need for words. Sometimes they cluttered up a moment. This was one of those moments.
 
   I held her for what felt like forever. I would have let it be forever. The two of us, here like this, entwined with one another. The moment broke when the door opened. We sprung apart, as if electrocuted.
 
   “Whoa, my bad. Didn’t mean to interrupt something,” Marty said, putting his hands up in surrender. I’d never seen him embarrassed before. I didn’t think it was possible, but he was definitely looking that way now.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said glancing at Ingrid, whose face was quite red.
 
   “I’ll just… go to the gym and come back never,” Marty stuttered, dropping his backpack and exchanging it for his gym bag.
 
   “It’s okay,” Ingrid finally said, but he just waved and tromped out the door again.
 
   “I didn’t mean to kick him out of his room,” she said and I shrugged.
 
   “He’ll be fine. He’s not here much anyway. I’m pretty sure if he could live at the gym, he would.” Ingrid took a shaky breath and combed her fingers through her hair.
 
   “You haven’t asked what happened to them,” she said.
 
   “I know. I figured you would tell me when you were ready. I’m sorry I was such an asshole about asking you to trust me. It’s not fair of me to want that from you. It’s selfish and I’m really sorry.” She bit her bottom lip and nodded. 
 
   “Okay.” With that she picked up the remote and started the show again. Not sure what to do, I turned back to the television and we watched the rest of the episode in silence.
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    “You can stay if you want,” I said much later, after we’d demolished a vegan pizza and salads.
 
   “No, I should get back,” she said. She seemed on edge and I assumed it was because she’d told me part of her secret.
 
   “Well, at least let me walk you. It’s dangerous to walk around campus alone at night.” Especially for a girl. There were always reports of assaults and almost-assaults in the campus newspaper, despite having cops around.
 
   She couldn’t argue with that logic, so she put her coat on and we headed back toward her building.
 
   “I’m so sorry about your family,” I said. “There’s really nothing I can say to make it better, and I didn’t want to say the wrong thing, so giving you a hug seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” I was rambling.
 
   “It’s really okay. I know it’s kind of a conversation killer. And when people find out, they always give me this look of pity and I just can’t stand it. When they see me, that’s the first thing they think of. Not Ingrid, but Ingrid, The Girl with the Dead Family.” Her honesty made me flinch, but I’d asked for it. I’d wanted it and now she was handing it to me.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m talking about this with you. Or with anyone. I never did. Not really. I had therapists, but I didn’t want to talk to them. I didn’t want to talk to anyone.” Our steps were slow, as if she wasn’t in a hurry to get back.
 
   “I’m so honored that you trusted me enough to talk. You can never know how much that means to me. I don’t take it lightly, Ingrid.” She glanced at me and then looked down at the sidewalk.
 
   “You don’t make me feel like that girl. Dead Family Girl. You make me feel like someone else. Not the person I was before, but someone else. Someone new. In a way, when I lost them, I died too. That life was over and I had to figure out how to be a person again. I still don’t think I’ve figured it out.” She gave a little laugh.
 
   “I don’t think anyone would, in your situation. And to be fair, I think you’ve done a pretty damn good job. You’re in college and going to classes. That’s pretty fucking good.” She hid a smile and then looked up at the sky.
 
   “You’re too nice to me.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Not possible. You deserve so much more, Ingrid. You deserve the world.” She didn’t deserve what happened to her and I was going to make sure she knew it.
 
   We made it to her dorm and she paused just outside the door, facing me.
 
   “So…” she said, trailing off. I almost laughed because it felt so much like the end of a date.
 
   “So…” I said, copying her tone and earning a little laugh from her.
 
   “Thank you. For what you said. For the hug, even though it was against the rules. For all the presents and everything.” She didn’t have to thank me. I didn’t really want her to.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said and turned away, but she called my name.
 
   “See you later.”
 
   “Bye, Ingrid.” I gave her a little wave that she returned.
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   Marty was lounging on his bed when I got back.
 
   “Sorry for cock-blocking earlier,” he said and I wanted to cuff him.
 
   “That is definitely not what was going on, Marty. Not even close. Ingrid and I have a hands-off policy now. We’re just friends.” He snorted and turned on his side to face me.
 
   “You’re an idiot if you believe that. You and that girl have some crazy chemistry and I know you have it hard for her. So what’s the problem? I seriously don’t get it.” I sighed. Ingrid’s secrets weren’t mine to tell. 
 
   “She’s just been through a lot and doesn’t need some asshole trying to get into her pants.” I very, very much wanted to, but that was totally selfish and was never going to happen. I wouldn’t let it happen.
 
   “Maybe that’s what she does need, though. Have you ever thought about that?” I threw a pillow at him.
 
   “I’m not saying to just bang her, but how do you know if she wants you if you never ask? She might surprise you.” He was insane. I wasn’t going to dignify that with a response, so I just lay back on my bed and put my hands behind my head. I could still smell her in the room. I sighed and closed my eyes.
 
   Yes, I had kissed Ingrid and thought about doing other things, but that wasn’t the point. That wasn’t why I was here. And I knew that if anything were to happen and then I told her the real reason I was here, she would regret it and never forgive me. I could never do that to her. I’d never be able to live with myself afterwards. Things were going to be bad enough as it was.
 
   I was going to do damage. I’d have to live with a certain amount, but try to minimize it as best I could. Things were complicated and they weren’t going to get any easier.
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   Ingrid and I fell back into hanging out as if we’d never stopped. She went back to smiling and laughing every now and then. We also kept our hands off each other, but it wasn’t easy. Every now and then there was incidental contact that made my blood scream and my skin ache to touch hers again. It was a punishment I completely deserved. 
 
   I didn’t ask her more about her family, and she didn’t volunteer more information. It was only natural that they would come up every now and then, but she still couldn’t talk about them. I told her that was fine as well, but she seemed almost… frustrated by it.
 
   One Saturday when we were studying, she slammed her book shut and I looked up.
 
   “I want to be able to talk about them. To share a story about them, but I can’t seem to do it. The words just die in my mouth and I can’t.” It took me a minute to catch up with what she was trying to say.
 
   “Then maybe write it down?” I said. She opened her mouth and then closed it.
 
   “Maybe.” She just stared at me. After a few moments she opened her book up and went back to studying as if nothing had happened. She was still pale and I could tell she wasn’t sleeping much, but I didn’t want to bug her about it. Time for a change of subject.
 
   I’d caught her talking to Lacey, a girl who lived in her hall as if the two had been friends for a while and when I asked her about it, she just shrugged.
 
   “We bump into each other in the bathroom sometimes. She seems nice. Her roommate is crazy, so sometimes she asks if she can hang out with me.” I nearly fell over. I’d never seen her willingly interact with anyone other than me, so I couldn’t help gaping at her.
 
   “I’m not totally socially inept,” she said a little defensively. “I mean, I used to have lots of friends.” I’d seen the pictures.
 
   “Look at you, making all kinds of friends. I thought you hated people.” She smacked me in the chest and then apologized.
 
   “I don’t hate people. I just have a hard time getting close to anyone for obvious reasons. You get it, right?” I nodded as we headed back to her room to have dinner. She seemed to avoid the cafeteria at all costs and one of my goals was to get her to go there with me at least once. 
 
   “It’s totally reasonable. But, I still think you’re underestimating everyone else. Sure, you should definitely be selective, but you’re smart, Ingrid. I don’t think you’d let someone into your life that didn’t deserve to be there.” I definitely didn’t deserve to be in her life, but I wasn’t going to get into that right now.
 
   “I guess,” she said as she went to the microwave to heat up some water for tea. She seemed thoughtful for a moment.
 
   “I like the way you see me, Coen,” she said. Now I was the one who wanted to blush. That was a compliment of the highest order and it made my heart feel like it was going to bust out of my chest.
 
   “I see what’s there, Ingrid, but only because you let me. Even though you tried not to. I could see you and what I saw was so beautiful. You are beautiful, Ingrid. In so many ways.” Now I was saying too much. She went red and fussed with the coffee cups that were stacked on top of her microwave.
 
   “You have to stop saying things like that, Coen. It freaks me out and it makes me think that you’re thinking about being more than friends.” Shit. I definitely had said too much. 
 
   “Sorry. I’ll reel it in. Just friends.” I put my hands up in surrender and she glared at me.
 
   The microwave beeped; she put in the tea bags and handed me mine before taking her seat on the bed.
 
   “What about your family? I don’t want you to think that you can’t talk about them to me. You could, if you wanted to.” I had been resisting talking about them, but not for the reasons she thought. Still, I could share a little without saying too much.
 
   “Well, I have my stupid brother and my mom and my stepfather. I have a few aunts and uncles and cousins, but my grandparents are all dead.” They had all passed when I was much younger, so my memories of them were hazy and blurry. 
 
   “What about your dad?” I flinched, visibly.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him,” I said, trying not to grit my teeth too hard. There was no way I could hide my reaction to her mention of him.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, looking down at her lap. I had to take several deep breaths and calm myself before I could answer her. Thinking about him tore me out of the moment with her and put me somewhere else. Somewhere dark and terrible.
 
   “Coen?” her sweet voice brought me back to the present. I had to swallow a few times because I felt sick.
 
   “I’m sorry. I just… I can’t talk about that.” She reached out and rubbed my arm, but jerked back when she realized she wasn’t supposed to touch me. I cleared my throat and then looked at her. Now she was the one looking at me with concern. No pity. Just pure understanding.
 
   “I didn’t know you had… I didn’t know. You never said anything.” I lifted one shoulder.
 
   “Yeah, well. It seemed trivial compared to what you’ve been through.” She sighed.
 
   “Oh, Coen. That’s not true. It isn’t a competition.” No, it wasn’t. But if it was, she would win.
 
   “Anyway,” I said, clearing my throat, “my brother is a moron and my mom calls me incessantly and my stepfather is all the father I’ve ever needed. So that’s my family.” I went ahead and told her some of my favorite memories growing up: when Todd taught me to ride a bike and when I taught Ike to ride a skateboard.
 
   “You were a boarder? I can totally see that,” she said, assessing me in a way that made me want to kiss her.
 
   “Yeah, I was a bit of a punk when I was younger. Got into trouble, skipped classes, that kind of thing. Nothing really bad.” She gave me a look.
 
   “Okay, so I got suspended a few times. But I never hurt anyone or did any permanent damage.” She laughed at me.
 
   “What were you like?” Before she answered, she thought about it for a long time.
 
   “I had a lot of friends. Went out a lot. I wasn’t big into drinking or pot or anything, but I had friends that were. I was a cheerleader. Played the flute. I did okay in school. Not fantastic, but not terrible either. In the middle. Nothing special.” That last part wasn’t true, but I let it slide.
 
   “I don’t know, I didn’t have anything that I was super passionate about, which I guess is one thing that hasn’t changed. Except for books. I loved to read then and I love to read now.” I took a risk and spoke.
 
   “Well, maybe you could do something with books? Like a librarian or publishing or being a writer?” Her eyes snapped up when I said the last word. I’d figured they would. 
 
   “I don’t know.” She picked at her nails and I could tell she wanted to talk about something else.
 
   “You’ll figure it out. We’ll both figure it out. We don’t have a choice, really. You have to get a job if you want to have money and buy things.” 
 
   “Yeah, you’re right,” she said in an odd tone.
 
   “Maybe you could be a Timothy Olyphant expert. I’m sure there’s a need for one,” I said and her face melted into a smile.
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   I didn’t mean to tell Coen as much as I had, but something seized me and I just couldn’t hold everything in anymore. Now, it was like waking up and seeing the sun shining through the curtains. 
 
   I just… I didn’t want to be alone anymore. 
 
   It started with saying hello to Lacey when I saw her in the bathroom, and I kept it going by telling Coen a little about my family. I talked more with Lacey and found out that she was hilarious and a little bit crazy. I even made a plan to hang out with her on the weekend and watch movies. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d hung out with another girl. It was like I was learning how to be a functioning human being all over again.
 
   I didn’t just open the floodgates and let the whole damn world in again, but a few drops here and there were fine. In fact, once I started, it became easier and easier. Disturbingly easy. I had to keep checking myself to make sure I didn’t do too much.
 
   The nightmares were still strong and persistent, but they started to seem… distant. Not as potent. Still horrifying and I still woke up in a cold sweat sometimes, but it was easier to get back to sleep, or to talk myself down afterwards. I really thought I’d turned a corner.
 
   And then, as life often does, I was knocked flat on my back.
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   One phone call undid everything that I’d been moving toward. Like I’d been knitting a scarf and someone reached for the yarn and unraveled every stich. And then broke the needles in half.
 
   To be fair, it wasn’t Mr. Howard’s fault. He was the district attorney who’d prosecuted the person (although he didn’t even deserve that title) who murdered my family. Every now and then Mr. Howard would call and check on me and this time, he had some news that his appeal had been filed.
 
   I never answered when Mr. Howard called and he knew that, so he left detailed voicemails for me. I’d been in class when he’d called, so my phone had been off. I hadn’t checked it until I was with Coen, having dinner in his room. Just seeing that I had a missed call from Mr. Howard’s number was enough to send me to a grinding halt. I tried to put my phone away and keep my face passive, but Coen was smarter than that.
 
   “Whoa, you just got really pale. Are you okay? Are you sick?” He reached toward me, totally ignoring our no-touching rule. To be fair, we both violated it on a regular basis.
 
   “N-no,” I said, stuttering. Waves of hot and cold washed up and down my spine and I felt like I was going to throw up. He tried to touch me and I flinched away, putting my hands up for him to stay back. Sensing he shouldn’t try to do anything, he sat back and waited. I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose, willing the feeling to pass. 
 
   This always happened when Mr. Howard called. No matter what. And I’d always been alone. It was different, having someone witness what was happening to me.
 
   The waves of nausea slowly passed and my heartrate went back down. Not to normal, it was still fast, but close enough for me to open my eyes and look at him.
 
   “I need to go back to my room. Now.” Coen just gaped at me, but then slammed his mouth shut and nodded.
 
   “I’ll walk you,” he said, getting to his feet and then holding his hand out to help me up. We’d been eating dinner on his floor, a towel spread out to catch the crumbs. 
 
   He didn’t say anything as we walked side-by-side back to my room. His phone trilled and he pulled it out of his pocket, frowning before he silenced it and then shoved it away. Must be his mom. I knew she called him a lot. I didn’t know what that was like anymore. I wished, more than anything, that I did.
 
   I knew I needed to say something, to explain, but the words wouldn’t come.
 
   “I’m sorry. This is one of those times when I need to be alone. I’ll talk to you soon.” I had the absurd urge to kiss him on the cheek, but I didn’t. I just turned and walked into my building without another word.
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   The message from Mr. Howard was brief, but just the cadence of his voice was enough to throw me back into that courtroom. Memories like that aren’t just visual. They have weight, substance. I could feel the wooden bench that had made my back ache. I could smell the polish and the floor wax and the various perfumes and colognes from everyone around me. I could hear the coughs and creaks as people walked the floor. Most of all, I could see him. 
 
   I had to dash to the bathroom when the message ended and everything I’d eaten recently came up. Like my stomach was trying to turn itself inside out. I heaved and heaved, not even caring if anyone heard me. 
 
   Finally, it seemed as if my stomach exhausted itself and I sat on the floor, my entire body trembling. I blinked the tears out of my eyes and spit a few times to try and clear my mouth of the bitter taste of stomach acid that had come up after my body was done rejecting food.
 
   There was a knock on the stall door.
 
   “Um, are you okay?” It was Lacey. I gripped the toilet paper dispenser and pulled myself to my feet. My head swam for a moment, but then I flushed the toilet and unlocked the door.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Think I have the flu or something.” I pushed past her to the sink to wash my mouth out. I was so wrung out I didn’t even care what I looked like.
 
   “I’d say so, you’re really pale. Do you need some medicine or something?” I spit the water out and wiped my mouth with my hand, avoiding looking at my face in the mirror.
 
   “No, I’m good.” I looked back at her and I could tell she was just trying to be nice. “Thanks, though.”
 
   “Sure. I’m a nursing major so it’s kind of an occupational hazard to want to take care of sick people. Seriously, though, I have, like, a pharmacy in my room. Wow, that sounded bad. But it’s true.” She flipped her hair and smiled. In my previous life, we definitely would have been friends. Maybe even best friends. She was a lot like Lila, my former BFF. 
 
   I hadn’t heard from Lila in weeks. Most of my friends had stood by my side, even when I shoved them away. And I’d shoved. So hard. But you can only try so hard to be friends with someone who doesn’t want to be friends anymore. On graduation day, they gave me limp hugs and said we’d talk soon.
 
   We never did. I’d deleted my social media accounts and got a new phone, so that had pretty much ended it.
 
   I gripped the edge of the sink to hold myself up and wondered if I’d have the energy to go back to my room and make some oatmeal and ginger tea to soothe my stomach. It was going to be a while before I was going to be up to eating regular food again.
 
   Lacey was staring at me and I realized I had been looking off into space for a while.
 
   “I’m probably overstepping again, but you look like you could use someone to talk to. And my roommate is blasting country music and it makes me want to puncture my eardrums, so I would appreciate the break.” I knew exactly what she was doing and I wanted to say no. But then my mouth said yes and we were walking back down the hall to my room together.
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    “Oh my God, this is cute beyond belief!” she said as she looked around the small space. I kept it pretty neat, since I didn’t have a whole lot of things, so I wasn’t worried about her stumbling on a pair of dirty underwear or something.
 
   “It’s not much, but I don’t have to share, so,” I said, closing the door and then slumping in the one and only chair.
 
   “Yeah, I totally get that. I’d give up some square footage if it meant that I didn’t have to live with a country music loving mouth breather.” I almost laughed. Almost. My throat was raw from throwing up and I honestly just wanted to go to sleep, but Lacey was flitting around my room and looking at everything. Seemed like she had some issues with boundaries, which wasn’t surprising.
 
   “Can I get you anything? Some tea or something?” She turned her attention back to me and I thought about rejecting her but I didn’t.
 
   “Um, some tea would be great,” I said, my voice totally raw. I thought she was going to head for the microwave, but she walked right over and put her hand on my forehead. I flinched back.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, wiggling her fingers. “I can be kind of hands on and I forget that not everyone is okay with that.” I just nodded and leaned on my desk.
 
   “Okay, tea, tea,” she said, muttering to herself as she located the microwave, cups and my little boxes of tea. 
 
   “Be right back,” she said, flitting out of the room and coming back moments later with the cup full of water.
 
   Within fifteen minutes she had me tucked in bed, sipping ginger tea and was tidying my already-tidy room.
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” I rasped for the tenth time.
 
   “I know. But germs live everywhere and you don’t want to get sick with something else while your immune system is compromised.” I wasn’t going to tell her that getting sick had nothing to do with my immune system.
 
   My phone beeped with a text message. Lacey handed it to me without reading what it said.
 
   Coen. Asking if I was okay. I groaned and Lacey got all concerned again. I had to tell her that it was all good and she finally sat down in my chair, but then kept shifting her position, as if she couldn’t get comfortable. She was a bit like a fluttering bird that could never settle on a perch. It was a little hard to watch, but she was nice, and she was being kind to me, so I didn’t say anything.
 
   “So, who is that cute as hell boy I’ve seen you with?” She raised an eyebrow and gave me a smirk. Oh, boy talk. I was so out of practice being friends with girls.
 
   “Um, he’s a friend.” She made a little snorting noise.
 
   “Yeah, I think he’s a little more than that. You can see it in the way he looks at you.” I looked into my empty cup as if it was going to supply me with the right words to say to that.
 
   “What do you mean?” I didn’t sound convincing at all, and I cringed internally.
 
   “Oh, girl. He’s got it bad. You can practically see the little hearts coming out of his eyes. He’s a human emoji when he looks at you.” My stupid face got red.
 
   “We’re… it’s complicated.” She laughed and it made her sound much younger.
 
   “Isn’t it always? Especially with boys that look like that.” I didn’t respond.
 
   “Fine, fine, I won’t barge into your private business the way I barged into your room.” Good.
 
   “Thank you,” I said and she laughed again. “So, what’s your story?” I didn’t want to talk about me anymore. I needed a distraction from my life in the form of hearing about someone else’s.
 
   “My story? Well, I’m eighteen, an Aquarius, I like long walks in the park…” she trailed off and smiled. “Just kidding. Well, I do like those things, but I’m also a nursing major, which you knew—my mom’s a nurse, my aunts are nurses, literally everyone in my family is a nurse or a paramedic. I should have been the rebel, but I really did want to go into nursing. Even if no one in my family did. I’ve lived in Maine my whole life, I have three sisters and one brother, my parents are still married, I have two nephews, I’m allergic to fabric softener and I have an unhealthy obsession with cheese.” She clapped her hands together and I jumped.
 
   “And I have a tendency to overstay my welcome, laugh too loud and not pick up on social cues.” This time when she smiled, I saw that she had a dimple. She was a frenetic ball of energy, but I couldn’t help but warm to her. Even with all the shit going on in my head, she was a beam of light that had somehow cut through.
 
   “That’s okay. I’m almost completely socially inept and out of practice actually interacting with other people, so I’d say we’re a good match.” She gave me a thumbs up and then took my cup, went to the bathroom, washed it and then brought it back.
 
   “Okay, well, I’ll get out of your hair. I hope you’re feeling better and if you need anything, I’m just down the hall. Just ignore my roommate.” She started to leave, but I told her that she didn’t have to go.
 
   “I mean, you can if you want to, but if you wanted to hang out as well, you can. No pressure or anything.” Yes, I was severely out of practice with social interaction.
 
   “Really? You don’t mind? I should be doing homework, but I already did four hours of studying and my brain is totally fried. I don’t get a whole lot of time to just do nothing.” I slid over on my bed and patted the space next to me. She hopped up next to me and grabbed the remote.
 
   “You want to know the last time I watched a movie? Like… maybe sometime in the summer? Definitely not since school has started. I get an episode of a show every now and then, but a movie is too much time. I don’t even know what’s playing or what’s out or anything.” She sighed and made herself comfortable, as if she’d hung out with me a dozen times.
 
   “You can pick whatever you want,” I said as she turned on the television and flipped around so fast that I couldn’t even tell what was on before she’d moved on. Everything Lacey did seemed frenetic, as if she functioned at a faster pace than any other human I’d ever met.
 
   “Oh, I love this movie,” she said, turning the volume up.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, tentative.
 
   “Never Been Kissed. Although, I always thought the reason that Josie couldn’t get a guy was that she was into girls, but whatever. All I want is a romantic comedy with lesbians, but I guess that’s too much to ask.” Whoa. I had to think for a second and figure out what the hell I was supposed to say to that.
 
   “Um, I like this movie,” I said and Lacey grinned.
 
   “Sorry. I’m not very subtle, am I? Also, I’m not hitting on you either.” I gaped at her and she just laughed at me and then patted my shoulder.
 
   “It’ll be okay. I don’t bite.” She turned back to the movie and my mind swirled. No one had ever been that… open with me about something like that before. Living in Maine, my friend group had been very white, very straight and we’d all had the same views on most things. There wasn’t anything wrong with it, it was just how things happened.
 
   “So, um, you’re…” I didn’t know what the correct term was.
 
   “A lesbian. A girl who kisses girls. Gay. Queer. Whatever.” She shrugged one shoulder and kept her eyes on the screen. “Just don’t call me a dyke. Then I’ll get upset.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t. I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what I was apologizing for.
 
   “No prob. I probably should have used some more tact, but when you have to come out, like, all the time, you get tired of making the same old speech, so I’ve been experimenting with different ways.” I still didn’t know what to say and I could feel that my face was totally red. She’d definitely pushed my problems and issues aside for the time being and I guess I had to be grateful to her for that at least.
 
   “You should see your face right now. It’s priceless. Calm down, Ingrid. You’re kinda uptight sometimes, you know that?” I didn’t think I was uptight, but I guess I was next to someone like Lacey who didn’t seem to have a bit of embarrassment in her entire body.
 
   “It’s cool. I mean, love is love, right?” I tried to laugh and she gave me a smile.
 
   “Damn right it is.” We both turned back to the movie and watched as Drew Barrymore tried not to flirt with her teacher and failed.
 
   “This movie is actually kind of creepy, when you think about it. I mean, Drew is twenty-five and this kid is what, seventeen? I mean, I’m no cop, but I’m pretty sure that’s not legal in a bunch of states,” she said. 
 
   “Huh,” I said. “I’d never actually thought about that, but you’re totally right. Gross.” She made a face at me and I laughed.
 
   “There we are. I knew you could lighten up.” 
 
   It was incredible. Not long before I’d been in the bathroom throwing up and here I was now, laughing with a girl I barely knew. Life was bizarre sometimes. 
 
   Even though it was quite late, she stayed with me and watched the whole movie, even getting up to grab a few of my snacks. 
 
   “Vegan? Oh, are you vegan?” she asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Cool, that’s awesome. I’d love to do that, but my first love is cheese, so that’s not going to happen. Unless somehow in the future science perfects an artificial cheese that tastes and acts exactly like regular cheese. Then I’d be fine with being vegan.” It was true that I missed cheese, but the longer I lived without the real thing, the harder it was for me to remember what it tasted like and miss it.
 
   I told her so and she nodded.
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   In my previous life, my friends had made fun of me being vegan. They’d try to get me to eat pizza or whatever because I guess they thought it was funny. It wasn’t until I got real upset that they cut it out. Lila had never done that, which was one of the reasons I’d been so close with her. 
 
   If I was totally honest, I missed her. I missed sleepovers and making pancakes the next morning and pool parties and texting during classes and always having someone who had my back. 
 
   I’d cut everyone off because it hurt too much to keep them around. And they hadn’t known how to deal with everything. That I couldn’t blame them for, but it still made it impossible for me to keep them around at the time. I couldn’t stand the way they looked at me. The hushed way they spoke to me. And then there was the fact that they talked about me like I wasn’t standing right next to them. The whole thing was just insult on top of injury and there was only so much I could deal with, so my friends were the first I dropped.
 
   “Well that was fun,” Lacey said, stretching her arms up until her shoulders popped. I winced at the sound. “If you wanna do this again, I’m on board. Or if you wanted to do homework together or something. I study a lot, and you’re welcome anytime. I’m not super good at focusing on most things, but I can study for hours straight with no problem.” I wished I had that ability. I seemed to get distracted unless the subject was riveting, which it often wasn’t. Plus, a lot of my thoughts had been distracted by Coen and it was hard to shake thinking about him, especially when he was sitting right next to me.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said and then realized she had no way to get in touch with me, unless we saw each other in the dorms. So I told her my number and she typed it into her phone. A few seconds later, she sent me a message and I added her number. Despite my best efforts not to rejoin the great wide world, but I kept getting pulled back in. I could only fight it for so long, I guess.
 
   Lacey said goodnight and I picked up my phone, reading the messages Coen had sent me. I could feel his hurt in the simple words. Sighing and hoping he was still up, I called him. I couldn’t do this via text.
 
   He picked up after only one ring.
 
   “Hey, Ingrid. I’ve been going crazy. Are you okay? I’ve had to stop myself from just showing up at your door so many times. Marty said he was going to tie me to the bed.” I heard Marty yell something in the background and I got the gist that it was somewhat sexual.
 
   “I’m okay. Well, I’m not, really. I just got a phone call that just brought everything up that I’m always trying not to think about. I’m sorry I just left and didn’t explain to you but I needed some time.” He let out a long breath and then was silent for a few seconds. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad you’re okay. I was seriously worried about you, Ingrid.” I could tell. I’d been worried that he was worried and I felt like shit about it, but I hadn’t known what to do in the moment.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He interrupted me.
 
   “I know that you need your time. I’m not stupid and I’m not blind. But if you could just, like, tell me when you need a moment and that it has nothing to do with me, that would be fine. Totally fine.” He was right. I shouldn’t have just left him hanging like that.
 
   “Okay, that’s a deal. That’s what friends do, right?” He sort of laughed.
 
   “Sure. But I think our version of friendship is completely different than any kind of friendship I’ve ever been in.” That made me smile a little.
 
   “Same.” The tension melted and we were back to our easy banter.
 
   “Is it totally cliché if I don’t want to hang up?” he asked a little while later. I was wide awake and had no intention of going to sleep anytime soon. I had too much going on in my head and pumping through my blood. I wanted to get up and walk around, or clean my entire room or do all my homework for the next week. Instead I got up and made myself another cup of tea and then some oatmeal. My stomach was still sore and my abs hurt like I’d done a bunch of crunches, but I couldn’t ignore my hunger anymore.
 
   “No, I don’t want to either. But we probably should. I don’t want to keep you from going to sleep.” 
 
   “You’re not. I’m too keyed up to go to bed right now.” I could tell. There was an energy in his voice that I knew was in mine as well.
 
   “We could do something. I mean, I don’t know what, but we could do something.” Suddenly leaving my room and going out with Coen seemed like a good idea. Reckless and good.
 
   “You want to? Are you sure I wouldn’t be keeping you up?” I shook my head, but obviously he couldn’t see me.
 
   “Not at all. I have an insomnia problem, remember?” It was useless to deny it anymore. 
 
   “Right. Well, how about I pick you up in about ten minutes in front of your building and we’ll… I don’t know. We’ll do something.” I was suddenly excited and wiped my palms on my jeans.
 
   “Cool. See you in a few.” We hung up and I crammed the oatmeal in my mouth. I might regret it later, but right now all I could think about was seeing Coen.
 
   I wasn’t thinking about the voicemail or him or the trial or my family. That had all been shoved into a box and put in the back of my mind and I was fine with that. It was… liberating. 
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   She was wearing my jacket when I pulled up in front of her building. She looked so good wearing in it that I had to remember to breathe. God, she was fucking gorgeous. I did notice that she was a little paler than normal once she got in the car, but other than that, she seemed fine.
 
   “Hey,” she said, grinning at me.
 
   “Hey, Ing,” I said and then she gave me a look. The nickname had just slipped out. I hadn’t even meant to say it. 
 
   “Ing?” she asked.
 
   “Sure. Why not? It’s cute.” Like her.
 
   She laughed and raked her hair back.
 
   “Sure, why not?” I had to clench the steering wheel to keep from touching her, but I wasn’t going to let it go unnoticed that she looked damn good in my jacket.
 
   “That looks a million times better on you than it ever did on me.” She’d rolled up the sleeves so she could use her hands, but it was still too big for her. In an oh-so-sexy way.
 
   “So, where to?” I asked. I wanted to do whatever she wanted. She threw her head back and laughed.
 
   “I don’t care. Take me anywhere. Anywhere.” She closed her eyes and I started to drive.
 
   “Anywhere it is.”
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   I didn’t have a destination in mind. I just got on the highway and drove. I figured I’d know where I was going when it felt right.
 
   She turned on the radio and sang along at the top of her lungs. Compared to how she’d been earlier, it was a dramatic shift. I knew I should be wary of the change, but my need to see her overwhelmed everything else. Her mood was contagious and I also sang along to the eighties songs we’d found on a random radio station. She was surprised by how many I knew the lyrics to.
 
   “My mom’s a huge 80s music fan, so she played it a lot around the house when I was a kid,” I said. I used to pretend I hated it and complain, but honestly, I’d loved having the mom who belted out Depeche Mode and Queen and Blondie instead of lullabies and so forth.
 
   We drove for at least an hour, and I stopped to get gas and Ingrid went inside the 24 hour station to grab snacks.
 
   “Not a whole lot of vegan options,” she said, holding up a bag of pretzels and a bag of Oreos as well as two sodas. “I wish I had a fake ID because I would have gotten a few beers.” She’d never talked about drinking before and I was surprised that was something she’d want to do.
 
   “Yeah?” I asked as she ripped open the bag of pretzels.
 
   “It would be fun. I just feel like I want to do so many things right now. Get drunk and do something crazy.” Her eyes were wild and she looked so pretty. I couldn’t say no to her.
 
   “Too bad we didn’t think of that ahead of time. Marty has a few under his bed, I think.” Marty and I drank sometimes when we went out, but never took it to the extreme. I’d done enough of that when I was younger and waking up in your own vomit more than once will make you realize that you probably shouldn’t drink that much again. My little brother had yet to learn that lesson, but I guess I’d been pretty bad at that age as well, so maybe he’d get his shit together. 
 
   “Damn. I had a fake ID once in high school, but I have no idea what happened to it. I never used it, though, so I have no idea if it was any good.” Huh. I hadn’t known that. There were still so many things to learn about Ingrid.
 
   We started driving again and she held the bag of pretzels open for me so I could dig my right hand in and eat while driving with my left.
 
   “Oh, go here!” she suddenly yelled and my heart stopped for a second. I saw the exit she was jabbing her finger at and put on my blinker. Good thing there weren’t many cars around because I had to cut across a lane to make it to the exit in time.
 
   “You know it’s not going to be open,” I said.
 
   “I don’t care.” 
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    “I’m pretty sure we’re going to get arrested,” I said as we skulked around.
 
   “Shhh,” Ingrid said, taking my hand as we approached the museum. She’d decided that the middle of the night was the best time to try to visit the Maine Shaker Museum. 
 
   “We can come back when it’s open,” I hissed as she crept alongside the main building and peered in through a window. We were near the public buildings, but the actual Shaker community wasn’t very far away and there were still a few of them living. Since they were celibate, there weren’t a whole lot of them left. Still, they made great furniture.
 
   “I think it’s cool,” she whispered, “that they’d give everything up for what they think is right.” I really didn’t want to talk, because it increased our chances of getting caught. But Ingrid squeezed my hand and I went ahead and joined her at the window.
 
   We couldn’t see much and I pulled her along to the next building. They were mostly white and square. Simple, which was part of their belief system, I was pretty sure.
 
   “We’ve seen it, now can we go?” I said. We’d parked a little way up the road in a ditch and I really, really didn’t want to get arrested. If something like that happened, my mom would march right up to Maine and haul me back home without another word. There was no way I could fight her on that if I got thrown in jail. And I couldn’t take the risk that she would find out who I was with.
 
   Mom couldn’t know about Ingrid. Ever.
 
   “I wanna come back when it’s open,” Ingrid said, still going from window to window to try to see what she could.
 
   “Okay, we will. Can we go now, though?” Every little noise made me jump. I wasn’t normally so paranoid, but I had a lot at stake right now.
 
   She sighed and turned to me. Her eyes were bright in the dark. 
 
   “I wish we could break in and just look around.” Now she was taking things too far. I tugged at her arm.
 
   “Ingrid.” I said her name with urgency. “We can’t. They probably have security cameras, at least in the store and the museum. So let’s go before something happens and we regret this.” She opened her mouth, as if she was going to argue with me, but then stopped.
 
   “You’re right. You’re right. I just… I wanted to do something.” I understood that, but breaking into a museum wasn’t the something we needed to be doing.
 
   “Come on, let’s keep driving. We can find something better. And legal.” She let out a little snort and let me lead her back to the car in a semi-crouch. I didn’t breathe fully until we were back on the highway and I was sure there were no blue flashing lights following us. 
 
   Even though it was chilly, Ingrid opened the window and stuck her hand out. I was getting cold, but I didn’t say anything. 
 
   “What’s up with the sudden need for recklessness?” I said. She turned toward me and shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “It doesn’t have anything to do with that phone call you missed?” Oh, I was so close to saying the wrong thing, but I couldn’t stop. 
 
   “No,” she said, going back to staring out the window. I didn’t believe her, but if I kept going, I knew it wasn’t going to be good. So I turned the radio up and shut my mouth.
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   I couldn’t put into words why I wanted to do something crazy and potentially illegal. I’d just been gripped by the need to do something, anything. I’d spent months doing next to nothing. Not living, just existing. Something inside me had snapped and I just wanted to say, fuck it. I was going to do whatever the hell I wanted, because why not? We were all going to die, so why not do whatever you wanted?
 
   My parents and my sister were never going to get to do anything reckless. Ever again. Their right to do that had been taken away by someone who decided they didn’t matter. Their lives were nothing. Just stones in his path that he kicked away.
 
   The motive was supposedly money. My parents had been well off and for some reason he decided that his need to pay for drugs to pump through his worthless body was more important than their need to be alive.
 
   I had heard of other victims of horrible tragedy who had risen above it and forgiven the people who had ruined their lives.
 
   Fuck.
 
   That.
 
   I was never going to forgive him. Ever. I didn’t care if it ate away at me. Let it. I’d revel in it. I’d dance with it, love it, nurture it. I’d absorbed it into my cells and it had become part of my DNA. There was no way to separate me from it and I wouldn’t even try.
 
   My mind drifted as Coen drove and we put miles between us and campus. I almost asked him to just keep driving. Keep driving forever. Turn our backs on everything and start over. Be new people, with new names, new lives. I wouldn’t be Ingrid, The Girl with the Dead Family. I could be Celia or Elizabeth or Molly. I’d get new ID and dye my hair and maybe pierce my eyebrow or start wearing more skirts or get a cat. Coen could be Jaime or Nick or Tyler. We could be like secret agents, or in Witness Protection or aliens from another planet studying human life. We could be anyone. Do anything.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” he asked, turning the radio down.
 
   “Nothing. Everything.” 
 
   “You’re so cryptic sometimes, Ing. I swear, I never really know what’s going on inside your head.” I wasn’t sure how to take that.
 
   “I meant that as a compliment,” he said when I didn’t answer.
 
   “It doesn’t really feel like that, but if you say so.” The cold air was making my skin hurt, but the burn in my lungs was worth it.
 
   “You scare me sometimes,” he said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear him over the sound of the radio. I reached forward and turned it nearly all the way down.
 
   “What do you mean?” I knew exactly what he meant. I scared me. The things that I felt and the memories in my head and the thoughts that I had all scared me. Being alive scared me.
 
   It would have been so much easier if I had been home. If I hadn’t gone out with my friends for pizza. If only I had been home, I wouldn’t be here wondering what would have happened if I was there with them.
 
   “You’ve been through so much and it makes me feel like you have something I don’t. Like I can’t understand what you’ve been through and you’re going to figure that out. You absolutely terrify me, Ingrid. For so many reasons.” Well, what the hell was I supposed to do with that?
 
   “You were the one who wanted to be friends. If I’m so much trouble, then why did you bother?” I didn’t say it to be mean. I was honestly interested in what it was that Coen had seen in me to try to get past all the roadblocks I’d thrown in front of him. 
 
   “Because I had to, okay? I had to.” I’d never seen him clench his jaw that hard and suddenly we were careening over to the side of the road as the car slammed to a halt. Before I knew what was happening, he was getting out and hopping over the divider and starting to walk toward the trees that lined the road. I scrambled after him, calling his name.
 
   “Coen!” I jogged to catch up with him and then he whirled around to face me.
 
   “What’s going on?” A cold drip of fear made its way down my spine. 
 
   I knew that without him even having to say anything. This was it. The moment that would change everything between us. I’d always thought there was something off about why he wanted to be friends with me. 
 
   “What’s going on, Coen.” I spat out the words. He ripped his hands through his hair so violently that I thought he was going to pull it out. It was dark, except for the glow of the car’s headlights and the occasional passing vehicle. It was probably dangerous to leave the car like that and be out here in the middle of the night, but I didn’t care. We were doing this. Right now.
 
   He leaned over, putting his hands on his knees, as if he was going to be sick. But then he let out a sound that I could tell was something akin to a sob. He was crying. I took a few steps toward him and touched his shoulder. 
 
   Finally, he looked up at me.
 
   “I came here for you. It wasn’t an accident.” I didn’t know what he was saying. The words were just jumbles of letters without meaning.
 
   “What?” He swallowed hard before he continued.
 
   “I came here for you. I knew who you were before that first time we met. I knew your name and what you looked like and when your birthday was and so many other things.” Now I was the one who was feeling sick. I just couldn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
   “How? Why?” The second question was the most important. Why? Was he some kind of stalker? I took a step back from him and wished that I had been the one who’d driven because then I would have the keys and the ability to leave if I had to. 
 
   “What’s going on, Coen?” My voice sounded weak and I wished that I felt stronger. More confident. 
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you. I came here because… because I had to. I had to see you. I had to make sure that you were okay. Or help you if you weren’t. Or, I don’t know. But I had to do something.” He still wasn’t making any sense.
 
   “But why? Why me? How did you find me?”
 
   He met my eyes and said the words that changed everything.
 
   “Because of him. Because of the man that killed your family.”
 
   “What about him,” I said, my vision going spotty.
 
   “He’s my father.” 
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   This was it. I couldn’t put it off any longer. It wasn’t fair to her. It hadn’t been fair this whole time. I knew that now. My altruistic plan of being some kind of savior or something was beyond naïve. I had no excuse for it. But I’d done it and now I was going to have to deal with the fallout.
 
   Ingrid didn’t say a word. She just stared at me. The sound of the highway and the wind in the trees behind me dimmed and I could only focus on her. Nothing but her.
 
   I watched her take in my words. My entire life had somehow led me to this moment, with this girl.
 
   I was able to keep myself from breaking down and crying, but just barely.
 
   She was so quiet. I’d thought she would cry, or yell, or tell me I was crazy. Anything other than this absolute stillness.
 
   Finally, I caved.
 
   “Please say something,” I croaked.
 
   “I don’t know what to say. What is there to say, Coen? What could I possibly say to that?” Her voice was monotone, robotic. 
 
   Detached. She’d checked out like I’d seen her do so often. I’d pushed her too far and this was the result. I shivered and realized that it was fucking cold and I needed to get her into the car and put the heater on. Even though she had my coat on, it wouldn’t protect her from the piercing wind that whipped her hair around her face. The only part of her that moved.
 
   “I don’t know. But we can’t say here. Come on, I’ll take you back to school.” I started to walk toward her and she took a few jerky steps backward. Avoiding me.
 
   “I’m not getting in that fucking car with you, Coen.” My name became a curse. A word that she hated. She swore when she was upset.
 
   “Well, I can’t leave you here, Ingrid. You can sit in the back if you want and I won’t talk to you.” 
 
   I took another step toward her and she spoke again.
 
   “How could you do this to me?” The words sliced me open and I looked down at my chest to make sure I wasn’t bleeding everywhere. She was right. How could I have done this?
 
   “I don’t know. I just remember when my mom got the phone call. He’d bailed when I was a baby. I’d never known him, and she didn’t talk about him. There were no pictures. I just remember the look on her face as she fell to the floor and my stepdad caught her.” Once I started talking, I couldn’t stop. The words had been inside me ever since the first day, desperate to get out. 
 
   “They wouldn’t tell me had happened, but I figured it out. I looked it up online and that was how I found you.” She whisked some hair out of her eyes and wrapped her arms around herself. I knew she was cold, but I we had to do this. Right here, right now.
 
   “I just… I couldn’t stop thinking about you. About what you were going through and what you had lost. It was almost like an obsession. I just wanted to do something. So I made a plan. I decided to come to college in Maine. The fact that you ended up in my class was pure coincidence. I flipped out when I saw you that first day. And you were so beautiful and so sad and I just wanted…” I trailed off. I had never been able to put that part into words. What I wanted to do for her. 
 
   I mean, it didn’t make any sense. What the hell could some complete stranger do for her? I didn’t know, but I had to find out. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try.
 
   “I can’t believe you would do that to me. You lied. This entire time. You lied to me.” 
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   One part of me was rooted in the moment with Coen. Watching the pain on his face as he told his story. Another part had drifted away and hovered above, watching the scene as if it was a play, or a movie.
 
   I was more confused than I’d ever been in my entire life. And there was something else, black and pulsing in my blood.
 
   Betrayal.
 
   He had lied to me. Not once, but every single moment we had been together. Little lies, strung together and wrapped around my neck. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe. My lungs refused to work.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, I was back in the car. Coen had me in the backseat and was demanding that I breathe for him. He took my face in both hands.
 
   “I need you to slow things down. Breathe just like me.” He inhaled slowly and then exhaled in a whoosh. I tried to follow suit, but my body didn’t want to cooperate. It took several more tries before my lungs inflated semi-normally.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he said, using his thumbs to stroke my cheeks. Everything suddenly snapped back into place and I pushed him away.
 
   “Don’t fucking touch me.” He jerked back and I followed him, scrambling out of the car.
 
   “Don’t you touch me, you liar!” I screamed. He kept backing up, but there was only so far he could go on the shoulder.
 
   “How dare you? You didn’t think I’d been through enough and you had to come and save me, you asshole? I didn’t need to be saved! I needed a friend, but it was a lie. This is why I didn’t let people in. Because they hurt you or they leave you or they die. Everyone always leaves!” Somehow I was right in front of him and I smacked a hand on his chest. It felt good, so I did it again. I couldn’t look at his face. I just kept throwing punches and hits and he just took it. Stood there and didn’t say a word as I unleashed everything on him. I was saying other things, but they weren’t words. They’d just become sounds.
 
   Eventually my arms got tired and I started to slide to the ground, but he was there to catch me before I hit the dirt. He pulled me up and even though I struggled, he put his arms around me and tucked me under his chin.
 
   His heartbeat thudded in my ear, almost drowning out the sounds I was making. 
 
   “How could you do this to me?” I said into his shirt.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Ingrid. I’m sorry for the way it happened. But I’m not sorry that I met you. That’s probably a horrible thing to say, but I can’t take that back. It might have started out with a lie, but everything I feel for you is true. It was real for me. It is real for me.” His words vibrated against my skin.
 
   I listened to what he was saying, but couldn’t respond. His fingers brushed through my hair.
 
   “It’s real for me.”
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   I had no choice but to get back in the car when I started shivering so bad that I couldn’t stand. I hesitated for a moment, but got in the passenger seat. Coen turned the car on and blasted the heat as I shoved my fingers toward the vents. 
 
   “The seats are heated, so that should help,” he said and a few moments later I felt them start to thaw my legs. Coen pulled back onto the highway and took the first exit he could so we could turn around. Due to our crazy trip, we were several hours away from campus, so it was going to be a long ride.
 
   “I’m sorry I hit you,” I said. He lifted one shoulder.
 
   “I would have hit me too.” 
 
   Silence.
 
   “Does your mom know about me?”
 
   “No. I’ve never told her.
 
   More silence.
 
   “Was the kissing part of it?” I asked.
 
   He fought a tiny smile.
 
   “No. That was a complete surprise. Definitely not part of the plan.” 
 
   It hadn’t been part of my plan either, but it had happened and it had felt real. If nothing else, the warmth in my chest when he kissed me was always real.
 
   “You should have told me.”
 
   “I know. I tried to. I planned it. But then I kept putting it off because I knew that you would probably never want to see me again and I couldn’t handle that. I couldn’t handle not seeing you anymore, Ingrid.” In spite of everything, my heart still fluttered when he said my name.
 
   “This is crazy.”
 
   “I know. If someone told me this story, I wouldn’t believe it,” Coen said with a shake of his head.
 
   “True.”
 
   The intensity had faded and now things were… weird. Coen was a completely different person now. I didn’t know how to talk to this new person. What to say. If I even wanted to talk to him. 
 
   The anger at what he had done still simmered in my veins and I had no doubt it would boil up again when we got back.
 
   I closed my eyes and leaned the seat back, pretending to sleep so he wouldn’t talk to me.
 
   It worked.
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   He didn’t get out of the car when he dropped me off. We’d been gone so long that the sky was awash with the beginning light of day. Not knowing what to say to him, I settled on nothing and just got out of the car. At the last second, I remembered his jacket. Pulling my arms out of the sleeves, I folded it up and lay it on the passenger seat before shutting the door and walking toward my building.
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   Marty was snoring when I got back and he slept like the dead, so I didn’t bother to be quiet as I stumbled toward my bed and lay down. I was exhausted, but knew that sleep wasn’t going to come soon, if at all.
 
   She’d given my jacket back. That was enough of a goodbye and probably the only one I was going to get.
 
   It was over. Over and done and I had ruined it. I rubbed my eyes as hot tears spilled down my cheeks. I’d never experienced an emotion like this. I was alive and my heart was beating, but at the same time I was dying. Slowly. With every word she’d shot a hole in me and now I was crawling around on the ground, just waiting to bleed out.
 
   It was all my fault. I’d done this.
 
   I closed my eyes and all I could see was her face and all I could hear was her voice saying “how could you?” over and over. I was sure I’d be hearing it on repeat every day for the rest of my life.
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   I didn’t sleep and the next day I couldn’t make it to class. There was just no way. Marty gave me one sad look and just shook his head.
 
   “If you want to talk about it, I’m here. If you want to get drunk, I’m here. Whatever you want to do, I’m here.” I thanked him and he left for class.
 
   I spent most of the day holding onto my leather jacket because it smelled like her. I knew it was going to fade, so I was trying to keep it in my memories. Seal it away so I would always have it. The memory of the sad girl that I had lost.
 
   My mom called me that night and I thought about not answering, but if I did that then she’d just leave a rambling message and be worried about me.
 
   “Hey, Mom,” I said, cringing at how dejected my voice sounded.
 
   “Oh, Coen, what’s wrong? Are you sick?” Only two words and she knew. I wasn’t going to be able to deny there was something wrong.
 
   “No, just had a bad day. Didn’t sleep.” I sounded lifeless, which was on par with how I felt.
 
   “What’s wrong? You sound so upset.” I clenched my jaw, but couldn’t stop the sob that tore its way out of me.
 
   “Oh, Coen. Talk to me, baby.” I took a shaky breath.
 
   “I did something and I hurt someone. Someone I really care about,” I said. I would eventually tell her about Ingrid, but that wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have over the phone. It wouldn’t be right. Thanksgiving was coming up and I was going home, so I could do it then. She was going to talk me out of coming back, and maybe I would let her. The best thing for Ingrid would be if I left and she never saw me again. Never had a reminder of how someone she thought was her friend had betrayed her.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “It’s complicated. But I don’t know what to do now. I know I can’t fix it, but I don’t know what to do.” I sniffed and grabbed a tissue to wipe my eyes and my nose.
 
   “I wish I knew more details, Coen. I want to help you, but I can’t if you don’t tell me what’s going on.” I pressed my lips together. I just couldn’t tell her.
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t.” She sighed.
 
   “Well, then all I’m going to say is that I know you’re a good person, Coen. And there are very few things that can’t be repaired. You may think it’s the end, but time has a way of changing things. People can surprise you. In good and bad ways.” 
 
   I had never asked her to tell me about when she’d met my father and how I had come about. They hadn’t been married when I was born and she had given me her last name and left him off the birth certificate. When I was very little, I thought Todd was my birth father until she told me otherwise.
 
   It hadn’t been until I was a teenager and more curious that I’d found out who my birth father was. A convict. A person who had been in and out of jail for dozens of crimes. I had no idea if she’d known about that when they’d met. She’d been young, only nineteen. 
 
   “But what if I don’t want her to forgive me? I don’t deserve it,” I said, and then realized I’d slipped and used a feminine pronoun.
 
   “You do, Coen. You’ve always taken things upon yourself, even when you were little. Like Atlas, holding the world on your shoulders. It scared me and worried me and I did my best to convince you that you didn’t need to be responsible for all that.” 
 
   “But I am responsible for this, Mom. I did this.”
 
   “I wish I could give you a hug right now. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. But you’ve also always been independent and you seemed so sure this was where you wanted to be, so I let you go. Do you want to come home? You know you can anytime. You can transfer to a school here.” I thought about it, but I couldn’t do that yet. It would affect my GPA and Marty would have questions and it would just be too much to do this near the end of the semester.
 
   “I know. I’ll be home for Thanksgiving, okay?” 
 
   “I love you so much, Coen. Me and Todd and even Ike, though he’ll never say it. We all love you. You were my light when all I could see was darkness. I will never, ever regret having you. Do you understand? You were not a mistake. You were a blessing. You were a gift that I didn’t deserve. And you are not him.” It was one of the only times she’d referred to the man who had given me some of my DNA.
 
   “His sins are not yours.” Her words were another punch to my already battered self and I just wanted to get off the phone.
 
   “I know,” I said, figuring if I agreed with her, she’d let me go.
 
   “I love you, my son. So much.” 
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   “Call me whenever you need to talk. Anytime. Day or night.” I told her that I would and ended the call.
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   I didn’t make it to class the rest of the week. I emailed my professors and claimed I was sick. It wasn’t far from the truth. If it hadn’t been for Marty, I might have wasted away. He made me eat and shoved me toward the shower and tried to get me to talk, even though I didn’t to. Slowly, he pulled the story out of me. Everything. My father, Ingrid, my plan that had gone so wrong.
 
   “That is seriously fucked up, dude,” he said when he’d gotten it all. 
 
   “Thanks, that’s totally helpful,” I snapped.
 
   “Whoa, calm down. If you heard this story about someone else, you’d think the same thing.” He had me there. I rubbed my face and realized I really needed to brush my teeth. They were all gritty.
 
   “Okay, so this isn’t your garden variety relationship problem and I’m not really sure how you’re gonna fix this one. But I’d definitely hold back and follow her lead. You’re not going to get anywhere by talking to her if she doesn’t want you to.” It was solid advice.
 
   “I don’t even want her to forgive me and talk to me again,” I said and Marty laughed.
 
   “Yeah, you do. You’re not going to give up on a girl like that. I’ve seen the way you look at her and the way she looks at you and I don’t know a whole lot about love, but I’m pretty sure you’re neck deep in it.” I gaped at him and he just winked.
 
   “Oh, were you not aware of that?” 
 
   No.
 
   Yes.
 
   Ingrid.
 
   Love.
 
   Did I love Ingrid? The second I asked the question, I had my answer. Yes. That was what the feeling was in my chest when I saw her. That elation at bringing her tea and hearing her laugh and just being with her. I’d told myself that I just liked her. That we were just friends. But then we’d kissed and everything had changed, but I’d told myself it was the same. If I was honest, I’d loved her from that very first moment. That very first second when she’d looked at me.
 
   My beautiful Ingrid.
 
   And now all I had was heartbreak.
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   The first thing I did when I got back to my room after Coen dropped me off was to gather everything he’d given me and put it in a box. I’d wanted to throw it away, but something stopped me. So I just filled a box and shoved it so far under my bed that I would forget it was there.
 
   I lay on my bed and pulled out my poetry journal, flipping to a random page. Of course it was about Coen.
 
    
 
   Fill my lungs with promises,
 
   Fill my mind with smiles,
 
   Fill my heart with whispers,
 
   Fill my veins with kisses,
 
   Fill my heart with forevers,
 
   Until there’s only you inside.
 
   I turned the page. I’d written a lot about him.
 
   I showed you the box,
 
   The box where I keep all the broken bits of myself,
 
   Instead of turning away,
 
   You put your hand in,
 
   Looking for something,
 
   A jagged edge, a cut, you recoil,
 
   I know you’re giving up,
 
   But then,
 
   You reach again,
 
   And again,
 
   And again,
 
   So many cuts,
 
   So many shattered bits of me,
 
   You don’t care,
 
   You’re going to put me together anyway,
 
   Even if it breaks you in the process.
 
    
 
   They were poems about someone I didn’t know anymore. I would never be able to think about Coen like that again. Our potential romance snuffed out, like a candle in a drafty room. I was done. Done with him, done with all of it.
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   Lacey knocked on my door the next afternoon and I made the mistake of answering. I’d skipped class. It didn’t seem to matter anymore. I just didn’t care.
 
   “Hey, you okay?” I hadn’t needed to look in the mirror to know that I looked terrible. Didn’t matter.
 
   “Yeah, fine. What do you want?” I knew I was being mean and it wasn’t her fault that I was in this mess, but I couldn’t soften my hard edges. I was tired. So tired.
 
   “I just wanted to see if you maybe wanted to get something to eat or hang out or something.” Her eyes narrowed and I could feel her assessing me like a nurse would. I hated it, so I closed my eyes and sighed.
 
   “I’m not really in the mood. I’ll see you later.” I started to shut the door in her face, but she stuck her foot out and stopped me.
 
   “Look, I know we don’t really know each other, but I know someone who’s having a hard time when I see them. I’m seriously worried about you, Ingrid. I’m about ready to take you to the hospital and hook you up to an IV myself.” God, why couldn’t everyone just leave me alone? 
 
   “Whatever,” I said. “I don’t fucking care anymore.” My shoulders slumped and I found that I was being embraced.
 
   “Come on,” she said as she helped me toward my bed, tucked me in and then set about trying to get me to eat and asking me probing personal questions about my health.
 
   I answered because it was too much work to try to fight.
 
   “Did something happen?” she asked and the cup of tea shook as I brought it to my lips.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Something with Coen?” I nodded. “Do you want to talk about it?” I shook my head.
 
   “It must have been pretty bad to put you in this state.” I shrugged.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” I knew what she was asking.
 
   “Not like that. He lied to me about everything. He wasn’t the person I thought he was.” She made a sympathetic sound and then told me she’d be right back with the threat that if I moved from my bed, she would hunt me down.
 
   I followed orders and just sipped my tea.
 
   She came back with a candle, a bottle of wine, and a bottled drink that turned out to be some sort of protein shake.
 
   “Drink this,” she said, handing me the shake. It was strawberry flavored and not too bad. Once I finished it, she lit the candle and then got two clean coffee cups and poured us each some wine.
 
   “Okay, let’s talk.” She flopped on the bed next to me and settled in, as if she was staying for a sleepover.
 
   “How about no,” I said, sipping the wine. It was red, but sweet. Like berries. 
 
   “Okay, fine, I’ll talk. So, the last girl I dated turned out to be straight. Talk about a lesbian cliché.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Is it?” 
 
   She snorted.
 
   “Yeah, it is. Falling for straight girls. Anyway, I fell head over heels and then she broke up with me and started dating a guy and told me that she’d just been curious. I’ve been dealing with my poor shattered heart ever since.” I drank the wine slowly. I didn’t want to overdo it.
 
   The scent of the candle slowly filled the room. Lavender. Light and calming.
 
   “That sucks,” I said.
 
   “Pretty much.” She kept talking, telling me about all her failed relationships, even those she’d had with guys in high school. It was more information than I really needed to know, but she just kept talking.
 
   Something about Lacey just made me relax. Made me feel like I was safe. In the back of my mind, a voice reminded me of Coen and how he’d hurt me. 
 
   And as soon as I’d thought about him, I started talking. At first I tried to keep things general, but eventually the whole story came out. Lacey reached out and took my hands, giving me something to ground myself as I talked.
 
   “And now I don’t know what to do. I’m so, so angry at him. But then there’s the way I felt about him. Was that a lie? He told me it was real and it felt real.” He couldn’t fake the way our kisses made my heart race. And the sparks that burst on my skin when he touched me. Or the flips that my stomach did when he smiled at me.
 
   “Wow. That was… not what I’d expected.” I’d told her about my family as well. There was no way to tell her about Coen and avoid that. 
 
   “I am so sorry that happened to you, Ingrid.” She leaned forward and gave me another hug, patting my back. She was going to be an excellent nurse.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. When I pulled back, I didn’t see pity in her eyes and it was a relief.
 
   “Someday, you might want to write a book,” she said and I almost laughed.
 
   “I don’t think anyone would want to read it. Too depressing.” 
 
   “You don’t know that. Your story isn’t over yet.” It felt like it was. 
 
   “And as far as Coen is concerned, do what feels right. I’m definitely not going to tell you that you have to talk to him, or forgive him or anything. That’s your call to make.” I finished the wine and held my empty cup out for more. She poured it and I felt the warmth of the wine start to thaw me from the inside out. I was still cold when I’d gotten back to my room. I’d covered myself in blankets, but they hadn’t done any good.
 
   “Thank you. For everything,” I said and she just waved her hand.
 
   “That’s what friends do for one another.” Friends. The word meant so many things. 
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   It took me several days of recovery before I was able to get up and go to class. Even when I did, I didn’t take notes or pay attention. My grades were going to be awful this semester. But I was going to keep going. I had to at least graduate for my parents. They’d wanted it so much for me.
 
   Coen wasn’t in class for over a week and when he did show up, I wanted to cry. He looked terrible. Probably what I’d looked like on that day when Lacey brought the wine. She’d been checking in on me every day since, making sure I was eating and we’d talk about this and that. 
 
   I almost didn’t see him when he walked in because his hair was greasy and in his eyes. Not in a good way. His shoulders were rounded as if he had caved in on himself.
 
   I imagined running up to him and throwing my arms around him and saying that I forgave him. That I still wanted him in my life. Telling him that I thought I had been falling in love with him.
 
   That was what I realized when I was talking with Lacey. That even if it had all been a lie, that part had been real. I’d fallen slowly, almost against my will, but I had fallen nonetheless. The smile, the light in his eyes, the way he got me to laugh even when I didn’t want to. His sweet presents and just… him. It was just Coen. Everything about him.
 
   He didn’t look for me. Just took a seat in the back and didn’t so much as glance in my direction.
 
   It was the same the next class and the next. In some ways, it was like going back to the way things were before I met him, and in other ways it wasn’t. We could never go back to not knowing one another. He’d made an indelible mark on my life, whether he intended to or not. That wasn’t going to go away and my hurt and anger couldn’t erase it.
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   At the end of our last class before Thanksgiving break, I couldn’t take it anymore. He’d darted out of the room as soon as the professor had dismissed us and I raced up the stairs to follow him. I had no idea what I was doing, but I needed to talk to him. 
 
   “Coen!” I called as I pushed through the doors. I’d yelled so loud that people walking by stared at me. I ignored them.
 
   “Coen!” He stopped, but didn’t turn around. I walked until I was just behind him and then I tapped him on the shoulder.
 
   He turned slowly and the look in his eyes made me want to cry and kiss his cheeks and hold him close. For a moment we just stared at each other and then I spoke.
 
   “Will you have coffee with me?”
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   I couldn’t believe it. After weeks of silence, she had called my name. I thought I’d imagined it at first, but then she said it again. I didn’t face her until she tapped me on the shoulder and then asked me if we could have coffee together. I almost broke down completely then. Was so close to completely losing it.
 
   But I swallowed and followed her to the coffee shop where we’d first talked. Only this time, she got coffee for me and tea for herself and brought it over, pushing it toward me. I waited for her to speak first.
 
   “I’m still mad at you. So mad. You did a shitty thing, Coen. You hurt me and it’s going to take me a long time to come back from that. You betrayed me. You, the only person I trusted.” I took the verbal lashing with my head bowed. I deserved every word and more.
 
   She stopped and then took a breath.
 
   “But. The only thing worse than deciding to forgive you and becoming friends with you would be never being friends with you again. So even though I’m probably an idiot, I want us to be friends again.” I looked up and wondered if I was hallucinating. She couldn’t be saying the words I thought she was saying.
 
   “What?”
 
   A slow smile crept onto her face.
 
   “I miss you. It was real for me, too.” Oh, fuck. Before I knew what I was doing, I was on my feet and sweeping her up into my arms, crushing her into my chest. She made a little squeaking noise, but her arms wound around me and she hugged me back. I inhaled as deeply as I could, filling my lungs with her.
 
   “I never thought I would hear you say that. I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve any of it.” People in the shop were staring, but I couldn’t give a flying fuck. I had Ingrid in my arms and I was never going to let go.
 
   She leaned back a little so she could look up into my face.
 
   “You may not deserve it, but you’re getting it. There’s more, though.” Her cheeks filled with color.
 
   “Yeah? What’s that?” And then she said the words that completely stopped my heart.
 
   “I’m also pretty sure I’m falling in love with you.”
 
   Then I cried. I buried my face in her hair and cried and I didn’t care if anyone saw it.
 
   “I don’t know what that says about me, but you were the first good thing in my life after I lost my family and I’ll do whatever I can to keep it,” she said as I tried to hold myself together. I lifted my head.
 
   “Well, that’s good because I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with you, too.” That was a little lie. I was in love with her, but it was going to take time for her to trust me. It wasn’t going to be a switch that she could flip. I was going to have to earn my way into her heart. 
 
   Somehow, some way, I’d earned a second chance with this incredible girl.
 
   “Is it okay if I kiss you now?” I whispered.
 
   “Yeah, you can kiss me.” I pressed my lips to hers and I could taste my tears as well as her lips. She kissed me back and I wanted to shout for joy.
 
   I pulled back so I could stare at her face and smiled.
 
   “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you, Ing,” I said, brushing her cheeks with my thumbs.
 
   “I’m okay with that, Coen. I’m definitely okay with that.” 
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   I would love to say that after that declaration and kiss, things were like a Disney movie and we rode off into the sunset in a white carriage and lived happily ever after.
 
   But then, that would be another lie.
 
   It was wonderful to have Coen back in my life. He fit right back into the places he’d left and it was right. It was so right.
 
   He worked so hard to get me to trust him again and it was work. I needed reassurance and he often had to sit me down and explain that he wasn’t lying to me about something silly. I knew I was insecure, but I couldn’t help it. He was so patient and never got angry with me about it and slowly, surely, we climbed back onto solid ground.
 
   I became closer with Lacey and she was the one who finally convinced me to try therapy again. I found a group on campus that was for children who had lost their parents and it was good to meet other people who had gone through the same things I had. My demons had plagued me for far too long and it was time to put some of them to rest.
 
   I got better. I started sleeping and went on medication to help regulate my moods. Coen supported me through it all and even came to therapy with me sometimes and held my hand as I talked about how I couldn’t get past my grief over my family and the guilt I felt for surviving. 
 
   He took me to meet his mother and the first thing she did was wrap me in a hug and tell me how happy she was that I was there. Coen’s family swept me up into their arms and it was good. It was so good.
 
   It wasn’t perfect, but it was ours. Our story. Our love. Our future. 
 
   Coen helped me see the good in the world, like a light in the darkness. He led me back into life and kept me safe when the world was unkind, as it often is. I did the same for him and we forged ahead. 
 
   Perfectly imperfect together.
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   This book is different from any that I’ve written. I knew that when I first envisioned Ingrid. I knew she would be a girl who had suffered unimaginable tragedy and wasn’t handling it very well. 
 
   I’ve been honest online about my own struggles with depression. A year ago I was in a very dark place. I couldn’t get out of bed. Or eat. Or do anything but watch television and even that was hard. I slept all the time and didn’t leave my house. It was bad, but I didn’t think I was depressed, because I wasn’t sad. Fortunately, I went to my doctor and he referred me to a therapist and also put me on medication. 
 
   This year I’m doing much better. There are good days and bad days, but I’d say the majority are good. Therapy helped so much, but the medication did as well. There is no shame in seeking help if you need it.
 
   This book was not easy for me to write. It took a long time and I wrote it in little pieces and then I’d have to either work on something lighter, or read something sweet to get my head out of it. But I don’t regret writing this book.
 
   This book is different. There’s no sex. There’s lots of pain and darkness and hurt. There are lies and Ingrid forgives Coen for something that I’m sure many of you wouldn’t forgive him for. But that’s not the point.
 
   I wrote this story because I had to. Because I wanted to. I wrote this story for me.
 
   Many thanks go to my editor, formatter (who rocked it at the eleventh hour), publicist, cover designer (who had literally NO guidance and came up with exactly what this book needed), my IRL friends, my online friends and my fellow author friends who are beyond supportive. I’ve reached out so many times to other authors only to discover that they’re going through the same struggles and challenges. We don’t talk enough about how hard this career is. You are not alone.
 
   For anyone who is dealing with hopelessness, depression, or feeling like they can’t continue anymore, I urge you to reach out. To a friend, a family member, someone online. The world is a better place with you in it.
 
   There are also organizations that are there, 24 hours a day
 
   National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-8255
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   When not writing, she enjoys watching infomercials, singing in the car and tweeting. She has a degree in journalism from the University of Maine, Orono that she promptly abandoned to write about the people in her own head. More often than not, these people turn out to be just as weird as she is.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   [bookmark: novels] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Nocturnal (The Noctalis Chronicles, Book One) 
 
   Amazon 
 
   Nightmare (The Noctalis Chronicles, Book Two)
 
   Amazon 
 
   Neither (The Noctalis Chronicles, Book Three)
 
   Amazon 
 
   Neverend (The Noctalis Chronicles, Book Four)
 
   Amazon 
 
   Whisper (The Whisper Trilogy, Book One)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo
 
   Deeper We Fall (Fall and Rise, Book One)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Faster We Burn (Fall and Rise, Book Two)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Together We Heal
 
   Amazon  Barnes and Noble  Kobo  iBooks
 
   My Favorite Mistake (Available from Harlequin)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   My Sweetest Escape (Available from Harlequin)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Sweet Surrendering
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Surrendering to Us
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Dark Surrendering
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble KoboiBooks
 
   For Real (Rules of Love, Book One)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   For Now (Rules of Love, Book Two)
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Deep Surrendering
 
   Amazon 
 
   UnWritten 
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Behind Your Back
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
   Back to Back
 
   Amazon Barnes and Noble Kobo iBooks
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   [bookmark: online] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   chelseamcameron.com
 
   Twitter: @chel_c_cam
 
   Facebook: Chelsea M. Cameron (Official Author Page)
 
    
 
    [image: Macintosh HD:Users:chelseacameron:Library:Containers:com.apple.mail:Data:Library:Mail Downloads:0C422BEC-8209-4D7F-8113-049BBE47B91C:CH_TEXT.png] 
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
—
New York Times Bestselling Author

CHELSEA M. CAMERON






images/00028.jpeg
Find Chelsea M. Cameron Online





images/00027.jpeg
Other Novels By Chelsea M. Cameron





images/00029.jpeg
T OVE 1066866

— 9“3‘1} >
TOBEADDEDTO

‘THE MAILING LIST FOR CHELSEA M. CAMERON





images/00020.jpeg
FIFTEEN





images/00022.jpeg
SEVENTEEN





images/00021.jpeg
SIXTEEN





images/00024.jpeg
EPILOGUE





images/00023.jpeg
EIGHTEEN





images/00026.jpeg
About The Author





images/00025.jpeg
Acknowledgments





images/00017.jpeg
TWELVE





images/00016.jpeg
ELEVEN





images/00019.jpeg
FOURTEEN





images/00018.jpeg
THIRTEEN





images/00011.jpeg
SIX





images/00010.jpeg
FIVE





images/00013.jpeg
EIGHT





images/00012.jpeg
SEVEN





images/00015.jpeg
TEN





images/00014.jpeg
NINE





images/00002.jpeg
Contents





images/00001.jpeg
BEND ME

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

CHELSEA M. CAMERON





images/00004.jpeg
INGRID





images/00003.jpeg
ONE





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
THREE





images/00007.jpeg
TWO





images/00009.jpeg
FOUR





