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      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
      “So then the dillweed tells us the group project will be fifty percent of our final grade. No one even likes group projects.” Jack slumps a little lower in his chair, looking defeated. 
    

    
              “Professor Dillweed likes them,” I say distractedly. I’ve been trying unsuccessfully to finish my assigned reading before I have get to work in time for the lunch rush. My yellow highlighter pauses as I glance up at my best friend. His eyes are narrowed on me. He doesn’t seem to appreciate my humor so I stick my tongue out at him, because I’m mature like that. 
    

    
      “I bet Batman doesn’t have to do group projects,” he sighs. “Even better we’ve been assigned a partner like it’s kindergarten. I’m getting something with bacon, want a refill?” Jack stands up, snatching my oversized university mug, and heads off before I even answer. Being friends for seven years has its perks; He knows the answer is always ‘yes’ to coffee. I put the cap back on the highlighter and slip it into the front pocket of my ancient messenger bag. By the time Jack sits down with his bacon-y bagel and my coffee, I’m all packed and ready to give him my full attention. 
    

    
              “I’m feeling better already,” he says before taking a giant bite. I grin at him because his enjoyment of the simple things is one of his best qualities. His eyes are closed in his cheesy bacon bliss as I reach for my mug to take a sip. Hot liquid gets stuck in my throat as Jack starts moaning with pleasure, quite loudly. I start to laugh and I end up making a sound that’s a cross between choking and snorting. It’s absurd and alarmingly loud. That’s when I notice there are more than a few pairs of eyes on us in the university’s cafe. My cheeks go pink and I begin to thoroughly inspect my fingernails while trying to hide behind my ponytail. I could try to shush him, but it usually just eggs him on. Making me uncomfortable is his favorite hobby, as if embarrassing me enough will help cure me of my crippling shyness. I suppose it balances out though because I make him suffer in my own way; He is the guinea pig for all of my culinary creations. I love to try new recipes and sometimes what I produce is on the wrong side of edible.  
    

    
              “I can leave you two alone, Sally, Harry’s got to get to work, anyway. Come by for a pie when you’re all done,” I tell Jack, quietly pushing my chair in and throwing my bag over my shoulder. I wait while he chugs most of his orange juice and wipes his face with a napkin. He gives me his best innocent grin.  
    

    
              “Definitely, but it’ll be closer to six tonight because I have to meet up with my partner in the library. Wah. See you, Em.” Jack tips the rest of the juice into his face and gives me a wave while I walk the few steps out of the cafe. The Coffee Beanery, where Jack and I meet up after morning classes a few days a week, is located in the middle of campus. The late morning Virginia sun is brutal and I’m forced to walk blindly as I dig my sunglasses out of my bag. For those living off-campus, parking is a always nightmare, but necessary. It takes my sensible canvas sneakers nearly ten minutes to get me to my car and before I’m even inside my tiny sedan, there is a war going on for my spot. Admittedly, it is in the the third row, which is like finding gold at the end of a rainbow for students stuck circling the enormous parking lot for twenty minutes.
    

    
              It’s almost 11:00 a.m by the time I make it to Giorgio’s Pizza and Pasta. It’s slow right now but picks up quickly in the next forty-five minutes. I park behind the building and kick off my shoes. I am already wearing black jeans and a white t-shirt so all I have to do is throw on my non-skid shoes and my white button up blouse. I redo my ponytail to make sure it’s secure before I slip my magnetic name tag on the left side just above my chest. I push through the kitchen’s back entrance to grab my apron hanging in the office but Joe isn’t in there like usual. Joe is my boss. His father is 
      the
       Giorgio. Since Joe took over running the place, taking care of all the day to day work, Giorgio almost never comes in anymore. Joe is very dedicated to his dad and the restaurant, which I admire completely. I walk past the large walk-in freezer and around a short wall where I find him stirring an enormous pot of sauce. He does the majority of the cooking here as the head chef, but his sous chef, Marcus, is almost as talented. 
    

    
              “Good morning, Joe. Smells great!” I breathe in the familiar scent of garlic, onions, and fresh tomato. He gives me a warm smile and touches his cheek to mine for a quick kiss. He always greets people like that, even strangers. It’s definitely part of his Italian charm.  
    

    
              “Ah, bella! Do you not take a day off? Before I forget, your order for salsiccia is in the box.” 
    

    
       I throw him a smile as I turn and hurry back toward the walk-in, the ‘box’ as he calls it. I can hear his pleasant chuckle at my abrupt departure. The actual box is pushed over toward the corner and a thrill of excitement goes through me at the thought of trying a new recipe, which is my favorite. A full inspection will have to wait, because I really need to start some prep work. At that thought, I turn around to the sink right outside the walk-in and wash up. Then I step back in and fill my arms to the brim with lemons to slice and heads of lettuce to wash and prepare for salads. I carefully make my way through the crowded kitchen and up to my station in the front part, just before you get to the doors that lead to the dining area. It is equipped with everything I need: a small refrigerator, knives, a washing area, extra cups for dressings, and storage bins for everything. After the lettuce and lemons, I refill the bins with grape tomatoes, onions, and shredded parmesan cheese. I make a few side salads and cover them with plastic wrap and pile them in the fridge. Those would be gone by noon and I would have to start making them to order. 
    

    
      I have been doing this sort of prep work for the restaurant since I walked in here almost five years ago. These tasks have become mindless, pure second nature to me. Which means I get to daydream about my new recipe until it’s time to go out to the dining room, with a smile plastered on my face. When I push through the swinging double doors, I wave a quick hello to Bonnie, who happens to be seating an elderly couple in my section. Bonnie is a sweetheart but a bit of an oversharer. She’s in her late fifties and has been working at Giorgio’s for over fifteen years. She’s a very efficient server though; all of her customers get what they need before they even knew it was needed. It’s amazing, really. All the while telling you about her bunions and her grandkids’ bowel irregularities. Jack thinks it’s hilarious and is always encouraging her to tell him more. I do adore her, I just try very hard not to get any mental images when she talks. My fake smile widens as I grab a pen and order pad from my apron and head over to my two top. 
      Showtime
      . 
    

    
      “Good afternoon, my name is Emmaline and I’ll be your server today...” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ---
    

    
      
    

    
              The lunch rush passes quickly and is nearing an end by 1:30 p.m. One of the two busboys recently hired, Galvin I think, gets in around then and helps me clear the tables and wash the dishes before dinner. After my last table pays their bill, I drop into a booth with a slice of cheese pizza. Usually this is the only time of day that I don’t have tables to wait on, so I also use the time to get work done. I roll clean silverware into red cloth dinner napkins. We use paper napkins at lunch but we break out the cloth napkins for dinner.
       
      After I roll up about a hundred sets and finish my slice, I fill up my water bottle and grab my school work from my bag. 
      Time to finish that reading for Business and Public law until I get a table.
       
    

    
      Jack and I started our sophomore year at our local university two weeks ago, at the end of August. The only thing I have ever wanted is to have my own restaurant. That means a major in Business Management. Jack has a head for numbers and is interested in business administration, so he’s majoring in Managerial Accounting while getting a minor in Marketing. Those picks seems like they would clash with his personality but he is very analytical. I  would think most people perceive him as a laid back surfer dude based on his appearance. He has an athletic swimmers build from years on the school swim team and he wears worn out cargo shorts, t-shirts, and low top black chucks. He also has dirty blonde curls that fall just below his ears, usually in utter disarray. He’s definitely the annoying older brother I never wanted, which has exactly the disadvantages you would expect. I’ve seen him pick his nose and look at it. I’ve heard every fart joke in the book. I’ve even been pranked by his fake poop creations. Though I can appreciate that he is a good looking guy, there’s absolutely no hope for us romantically. He had a semi-serious girlfriend in high school but she moved across the country for college and they broke it off right before she left. As for me, I haven’t done much dating. I haven’t dated at all to be perfectly honest. I moved here when I was twelve to live with my Uncle Robert and I have honestly spent more time interested in school work and cookbooks than in having or maintaining a social life. So, despite being nineteen, I wouldn’t know how to start dating even if I wanted to. I have more important things to think about right now, anyway. Like chapter nine and my half finished notes. 
    

    
      I manage to get about an hour of school work finished before it’s time to replenish my section. This simply requires mundane tasks like topping off the grated cheese and hot pepper shakers, refilling the ketchup bottles, and stocking ice and straws at the soda fountain. I go through and double check each booth, their seats, and the tables to make sure they’re clean and customer ready. As I set out the rolled silverware, I also light the small lanterns on each table. I have to rewrite the Specials Board. On Tuesdays we have a Family Special that draws in a pretty decent crowd.  It’s one platter and it’s different every Tuesday but you get a ton of food on one big plate and pay half price. I grab the board and my secret stash of markers and start writing it out. Pecan-Crusted Chicken on a bed of fresh spinach, gorgonzola, roma tomatoes, applewood smoked bacon, red onions and a vinaigrette. Families tend to get the platter but then also add the smaller sides of pasta dishes. Younger kids really love our spaghetti and meatballs. 
    

    
      Around 4:00 p.m the bar starts filling up with some of our regulars. The bar is set to the back right of the restaurant in a wide U shape. Despite having a full bar, we rarely have any trouble with people getting rowdy. They used to hit on Suzanna, our regular bartender, but after time and time again refusing the passes of a few off-duty construction workers they just began leaving her alone. On Tuesdays we have two more servers come in for the dinner crowd. Amanda is a little older than me and Brian is still in high school but they are both pretty new to serving. They always split the eight tables on the left side of the restaurant because they tend to be less busy than the booths.  
    

    
      Amanda carries fashion magazines and gossips about celebrities constantly, but will just as soon talk to you about politics and her environmental concerns. Usually, I have no idea what she’s talking about with regards to fashion or what’s happening in the celebrity dating scene. Amanda dreams of becoming a celebrity makeup artist and usually uses her face as a canvas. She’s actually really talented. When she comes in to grab her paycheck she looks like she just stepped off the front page of one of her magazines. She usually wears super tight jeans, trendy low-cut blouses, and scary high wedge sandals while her highlighted locks are curled with expert precision. It’s highly intimidating when she begs to give me a makeover, but I don’t wear makeup often and it would just be a waste on me. I let Jack’s mom put some on me for senior prom and I felt preposterous and washed it all off the minute I got home. My skin and hair are pale, so everything just makes me look clownish. Plus, if she tried to make me wear shoes with heels I would likely break my neck, or someone else’s.  
    

    
      Now Brian is a bit of a mystery. He is also extremely shy so we have never exchanged more than a few words, all regarding an immediate work situation. We barely ever make eye contact because we’re so mutually shy. He’s on the taller side but a bit scrawny, like the rest of him needs to catch up to his summer growth spurt. When I overhear him at his tables, he sounds polite and friendly, but never really says more than necessary. Not very chatty, so the opposite of Amanda. I fall somewhere in between. The regulars that want to chat definitely sit in Bonnie or Amanda’s section. As Brian and Amanda arrive, so do the early birds and it’s time to get back to work. I compel my cheeks to smile and fish my pen out again. 
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      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
      When I first heard Professor Alcott announce that our Principles of Marketing class would have a group project, I stifled a groan. Others didn’t bother with the stifling. Like the gigantic mess of a guy sitting in the back. Turns out that mess is my partner, Jack. We decided to meet up later in the library, and when I saw him lumbering through the computers with his holey cargo shorts and his ratty t-shirt that read 
      Make Bacon Not War
      , I resigned myself to having to do the entire project by myself. How does anyone need to be that tall anyway? Now we’re almost a half hour into our discussion about the project, and I have to say I’m more than a little surprised. He’s way more intelligent than I expected and he is actually willing to do the work. I actually get the feeling that he’s more concerned I’m going to flake on him. Madness. 
    

    
      The project consists of a twenty page paper and powerpoint presentation focused on creating a marketing plan for the development of a new business using the techniques we learn in class. Together, we went over the syllabus to write out the specific techniques that Professor Alcott will be looking for in the project. We also talked about what experience we have with real life applications of marketing or marketing that has stood out to us. Now, we’re discussing business ideas. 
    

    
      “What if we made a food truck that put bacon on everything. Bacon wrapped hot dogs, chicken and bacon quesadillas, deep fried bacon…” Jack trailed off looking into the distance, seemingly fantasizing about bacon.
    

    
      “Right, well, solid idea, partner. But how about something a little broader? And with slightly less bacon?” Shutting down that train right now. Sure I like bacon, but not as the sole premise of a business model. My mind is racing but I can’t settle on just one idea. Jack suddenly leans forward with a wide smile. 
    

    
      “Do you like Italian food?” 
    

    
      “I’d marry and have a ton of gay babies with Italian food,” I joke. 
      Oh, right. I’m gay
      . This probably isn’t news to anyone who knows any lesbian stereotypes and then spots me from a distance. I have black hair, shortly cut on the sides and longer on top that I push over to the right side. Additionally, I have a few facial piercings and plenty of tattoos. To top it off, I occasionally wear flannel and my men’s boxers sometimes peek over my pants, not on purpose most of the time. None of those are necessarily particular to lesbian women, but men seem to instinctively know that I don’t play for their team. Or they’re afraid I’ll kick them in the nuts with my combat boots. I’m pretty okay with that either way.    
    

    
      “Awesome, I’ve got the best idea,” Jack exclaims. “Grab your stuff, we’re going to dinner.” I cringe as he shoves his papers haphazardly into his backpack. He’s already to the door and I’m still thinking about forcing him to give me his backpack so I can organize it. “Let’s go, lady lover, I’m already starving. I’ll drive and tell you about my idea on the way.” I roll my eyes at his impatience and I very neatly and slowly put away my syllabus and pen. I’d really like to draw out his suffering, but I’m pretty hungry too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, he parks in front of Giorgio’s Pizza and Pasta and I find myself agreeing with his idea to do a plan for a small Italian restaurant. He seems really excited about it because his best friend really wants to open one after college. He talks about her with such reverence that I can hardly tell him no. I haven’t got any better ideas anyhow. It’s only six o’clock but I can really go for a giant plate of pasta. When we step inside, I notice it’s more crowded than I expected. There are several families occupying the tables. An older lady with fluffy gray hair greets Jack with a smile and a hug.
    

    
      “Heya hunny, how are you?” She says more than asks. “I tell ya, these old joints are aching today. Who’s this one?” She throws a thumb in my direction as if I can’t see or hear her. 
    

    
      “Oh, Bonnie, this is my partner in crime, Brooke,” Jack says. “Don’t be alarmed by her appearance, she comes in peace. Have you been taking your glucosamine?” My eyebrows raise at his comment, usually people are less inclined to mention my appearance. I am finding Jack surprisingly refreshing. 
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I’m taking those things but my gas pains have been keeping me awake at night. Anyway, seat yourselves in Emma’s section. I’ve gotta put on some coffee.” She pushes menus into his hands and hobbles over to the back of the restaurant. Jack motions for me to follow him and he walks around the hostess area, to the left side of the restaurant and over to an open booth. I take a minute to look around the place. I’ve passed it a few times driving to the university but never ventured inside. The floors and half the walls are done in darker faux wood, the top half of the walls are painted tomato red, and the booths and tables are stained darker wood, but they’re real and sturdy. The booth cushions are black which compliments all of the black framed art lining the walls. Some of them are photographs of Italy and some look to be handpainted still lifes of grapes and bottles of wine. The lighting is nice, not too bright and not too dark, with adorable tiny lanterns on each table. That’s when I notice the blonde refilling a water glass a few booths down. 
    

    
      I mostly just see hair at this point, but I catch a brief glimpse of her profile. 
      Cute
      . Her hair is pulled back into a simple ponytail but the waves of it fall down most of her back. I lean ever so slightly out of the booth so I can check her out. She’s on the petite side, she can’t be more than five foot tall and slim figured. She’s wearing dark black pants with her white button up tucked into them. Her apron is tied tightly about her hips but I get a little glance at her backside curves. 
      Very nice
      . Jack clears his throat and I glance over at him. He’s wearing a raised eyebrow and I realize I may have been a bit obvious in my checking out. 
      Oops
      . I give him a shrug.
    

    
      “Gay, remember?” Which he should, since the third thing he said to me was 
      On a scale of one to ten, how homo are you?
       and he didn’t seem super surprised when I said 
      eleven
      . He doesn’t really answer but the blonde is walking our way, eyes on the floor as she walks. When she gets to the table I realize I’m a giant perv because this girl looks to be barely eighteen. She gets to our booth and when her eyes find mine my breath catches a little. Her pale blue magnetic orbs stay on mine for only a moment, but when they glide over to Jack’s I feel a tiny sense of loss.
       What a pair of eyes
      . But it gives me a chance to look at her profile in closer range. She has a small, slightly upturned nose with a smattering of freckles across it, light pink lips with the bottom one almost pouty by nature. Her blue eyes are the most noticeable of her features, for sure. She has a slender neck and jaw line and in all, she’s very much the young girl-next-door adorable. When her eyes land on Jack her face lights up and her big smile transforms her face from 
      cute
       to 
      oh, wow
      . She’s beautiful. She sets down the water pitcher on the table as Jack starts talking. 
    

    
      “Ems, feed me. The beast is awake,” Jack begs. “Oh, this is Brooke. She’s ravenous.” He waggles his eyebrows at me suggestively. Her eyes swing back over to my face and I’m held still by their depths again. Her face goes pink and her eyes fall to her hands, holding a pen and pad from her. 
      Oh my gods, she’s blushing
      . She’s definitely shy and suddenly I get the feeling I’m going to be in deep trouble. “Brooke meet Emmaline, chef and restaurateur extraordinaire.” One of her eyebrows arches up at that. 
    

    
      “Wow, impressive introduction. I’m honored to be in your presence.” I give her a big grin to try to break the ice a little, but her cheeks just get brighter and she can’t quite meet my eyes again. I’m enthralled. “Could I get your autograph? Emmaline is a pretty name. Is it a family name?” She’s still studying her pen but now she’s chewing her lip.
    

    
      “No, it’s not a family name,” She says, followed by a sort of quiet afterthought. “My mom’s name was Martha.” I note the 
      was 
      and my silly mood sobers a little bit. The brief flash of pain across her face is all too real for me. “But if I ever do anything worthy of giving an autograph, you’ll be the first.”  
    

    
      “What!? Unbelievable. As your best friend, I get first dibs,” Jack claims. “And anyway I’m the one about to make it a reality for you. I have a plan! A plan so incredible, so fantastic, well you’ll faint but I’ll catch you and while caught, you can bask in my glory.” Her dubiousness makes me laugh again and earns me a quick glance. I force my eyes away from her and back to Jack. He starts telling her, long-windedly, about his idea to do our marketing project for her restaurant dream. While I sit back and watch them I realize they’re probably more boyfriend-girlfriend than best friends.
    

    
      “Are you guys a couple?” I blurt out of freaking nowhere, completely interrupting Jack’s stream of excited marketing stratagem. They both give a little laugh. Emmaline shakes her head but Jack’s the one who answers.
    

    
      “No. Emma is like my kid sister. We’ve been friends for too long. More importantly, I don’t date shrimps.” Her face goes to mock outrage and I get the impression that this is a running joke between them. There is obviously a huge difference in their heights, probably over a foot. 
    

    
      “Excuse me, I’m only two months younger. So you’re the obnoxious, barely older, big brother I have never wanted. Who would want to date a giant like you, anyway?” I’m partly amused by their obvious fondness of each other and partly jealous. Jealous? That’s weird. But now that I’ve thought it, it does feel true even if I don’t understand why. I’ll ponder that later. He scoffs indignantly at her and crosses his arms in true pout fashion. Emmaline rolls her eyes at him.  
    

    
      “So, anyway, that sounds great, you guys. Just let me know if you need help. But let me get you something to drink and eat, maybe? Brooke, do you want a minute to look over the menu?” My stomach fluttered when she says my name. I have no idea what’s going on with me. Shit I stopped listening after she said my name. What was the question? She’s now looking at me curiously. Stop staring into her eyes longingly and focus. Did she say menu? Oh, I got this. 
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll need a minute. But I’ll have a water to drink.” She nods. 
      Crushed it
      . 
    

    
      “Jack, you want a tea and some mozzarella sticks as an appetizer?” But she just walks off before he even answers. He turns his head around to watch her walk away and there’s a smirk on his face when he turns back to me. 
    

    
      “It’s not gonna happen, you know.” 
    

    
      “What’s not going to happen?” 
    

    
      “She’s never shown anyone the time of day. I know what she does to people. I saw your face. Just take my word for it, it’s not going to happen.” He looks a bit sad when he says this to me. But I’m more focused on the part where he thinks he knows me. Okay, maybe I was having lesbianic thoughts there for a minute, but he can’t just assume that and then tell me it won’t happen. 
    

    
      “Whoa, I wasn’t going to try anything. She’s cute, I can appreciate her looks without begging her to go out with me. I’m not desperate. It’s raining cute, single lesbians out there.” It’s really not. But he doesn’t need to know that. For the first time in a really long time, I feel off my game. How did this guy peg me so fast and what is it about Emmaline that had me instantly moony eyed?
    

    
       “Shut up,” I throw out for good measure. I grab my menu and slump down into the booth a little bit, effectively hiding behind it. 
    

    
      “Uh-huh,” he says. Obviously, he really is good at being obnoxious. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shortly after that, I ended up flawlessly ordering a plate of pasta carbonara and Jack an entire meaty pizza that he’s nearly finished. Other than ordering and refilling our drinks once, Emmaline hasn’t stopped by our table. But out of my peripheral, I’ve been observing her. Yes, like a creeper. I can’t help it, Jack’s warning only seemed to add to her appeal. Maybe it sounds shallow because it seems that I’m only intrigued by her looks and the challenge, but it’s more. She’s been tirelessly and efficiently taking care of each booth, but none have earned her smile. The one I’ve come to think of as her true smile, the one only Jack has gotten. What else would make her smile like that? How long ago did she lose her mom? Does she still have her dad? Why does she want to have her own restaurant? I want to find out what makes this girl tick and why her best friend is a tall, friend-zoned, carnivorous neanderthal.
    

    
      Jack and I managed to discuss our schedules and the group project a bit more, enough that we’re going to meet up Thursday afternoon to formally write down our outline, due next Tuesday, to email the professor. Neither one of us seems to be able to relinquish control of the first assignment, so it will have to be done together. Then we got to talking about music and movies and my work, all the while I was trying desperately not to ask questions about Emmaline yet greedily lapping up any morsels about her that Jack drops. I didn’t notice her coming towards us with a to-go box until suddenly she’s right next to me.
    

    
      “How was everything?” She has a questioning look on her face, directed at me.  
    

    
      “Amazing. Really, the best I’ve ever had.” She smiles at me then. Almost the real one but not nearly close enough. 
    

    
      “That’s great! It’s one of my favorite dishes.” She hesitates and I think she’s going to say more to me, but she doesn’t. She turns to Jack and reaches for his pizza pan. “And Jack, how was your pizza this fine evening?”
    

    
      “Unappetizing, Lady Emmaline. I couldn’t eat a bite. I demand a full refund and a new pizza immediately.” He slams his fist down on the table.
    

    
      She gracefully put his leftover slice in the box and removed the pizza tray and stand as she speaks, “Oh yes, I see now that not even a bite is missing. I’m terribly sorry about this, sir. I can tell that you’re upset. Would dessert be an acceptable accommodation?” She says this with feigned worry. Her acting skills are remarkable. 
    

    
        “I will only accept a slice of the chocolate cake with whipped cream and little side of that strawberry filling I like.” He uses his hand to mime a little cup. 
    

    
      “Right away. And you, my fair maiden, would you care for any of our delectable desserts? They’re sure to satisfy all your sweet cravings.” An unbidden image of exactly what I’m craving enters my mind, but I don’t think now is the best time to mention 
      that
      . With some effort, I force those thoughts away and attempt to formulate an appropriate answer. I’ll think about the part where she said I was her ‘fair maiden’ later.
    

    
      “What do you recommend, M’lady?” It comes out more flirtatious than I intended but I don’t back down. She tilts her face to the side and studies me. Her eyes travel from my own brown ones down to my septum and medusa piercings but they linger on my mouth. I can’t tell if she’s looking at my lips or my off-center labret, but I feel a distinct warmth in my lower abdomen. I swear I don’t mean to, but I lick my lips before I can stop myself. Then her eyes jump back up to mine.
    

    
      “I think I’ll surprise you.” She swipes my empty bowl off the table and quickly walks off between a set of swinging doors. I’m left wondering if there is hidden meaning in her words. No, I’m obviously reading too much into it.  I sip my water while trying to not to overthink anything. When I look at Jack’s face he looks a bit dumfounded, maybe just dumb.
       
      He doesn’t say anything, though. I take another mouthful of water as the silence stretches. Minutes tick by. Somewhere out in the world babies are being born and people are meeting their maker, but still Jack is staring at me. I’m pretty used to people staring at me. I mean, I 
      am
       a lesbian covered in ink and piercings. So yeah, people stare. But Jack’s stare is different, like he’s trying to see behind all of that. 
    

    
      “So, this is an interesting development.” He brings his right hand up to rub his chin speculatively. 
    

    
      “What’s that?” I ask. I’m not sure if he’s talking about the same thing, the thing that I can’t stop thinking about, or if he suddenly wants to talk marketing again.
    

    
      “Emma. I’ve never seen her flirt with anyone. I wasn’t even aware that she liked girls,” he says thoughtfully. “It never occurred to me. She’s never liked a single person. But I’d wager she just flirted with you.”
    

    
       Yes, yes he is talking about the same thing. Part of me thought maybe she was just teasing me the way she teased him, but a bigger part hoped it was more than that. 
      What does that mean? Did she really just flirt with me?
       Before I can interrogate him, I see her coming back out of the kitchen carrying two plates. I get a quick mental image of me climbing over the table and shaking him until he answers me anyway. One very hard mental shake later, I look away from Jack and study her intently, looking for a sign that she might be attracted to me at all, or a hint of flirtation, but nothing. A big brick wall of nothing. As she sets the plates down, I only see indifference in her face. 
    

    
      “Chocolate cake with whipped cream and a side of strawberry filling and one crostata di limone. I hope you enjoy.” And just like that she’s gone again, checking in at her other booths. So both of us completely misinterpreted her a few minutes ago. I mean, clearly there is no mutual attraction, no lesbian vibes. It seems that I’m so desperate for female attention that I have to fabricate a server flirting with me. Probably a very straight server. 
    

    
      I push all those kinds of thoughts away and examine my dessert. It looks like a piece of pie, but I can’t identify the filling. I lean in close to study it and it gives off a citrusy scent. I use my fork to slice into it and take a bite. It’s the perfect balance of sweet and tart and it’s incredible. I chew slowly to savor it. My second bite is even better; I can taste the depths of the lemon blending with the simple sugar and almondy flavor of the crust. I have never had anything this delicious and trust me, I have eaten some delicious things. Yes, that is what I mean. But really, this lemon tart thing is up there in the same league. Too soon, I’ve all but licked the plate clean. If I wasn’t filled to the brim with pasta and dessert heaven, I would order seconds and thirds and do it all over again. 
    

    
      Jack, however,  is actually licking his plate clean, so I just watch him with equal parts amusement and disgust, and with perhaps some envy. He’s a pretty cool dude, but I feel a tiny bit rejected by a girl I barely know and I’d really love to just go home and slip into a food coma and forget all about those big blue eyes. I stack my remaining dishes neatly and polish off my water. I reach inside my bag to grab my wallet and pull out enough cash to take care of the meal and leave a nice tip. 
    

    
      “Hey, you two, how did you like dessert?” Emma asks as she appears next to me. My wallet clatters against the table in my surprise. Evidently, this tiny blonde is part ninja because I didn’t hear her approach. Again. 
    

    
      “So good, Ems. Great job,” Jack managing to reply without pausing his diligent finger-licking.  
    

    
      “That was amazing, Emmaline. Probably the best dessert I’ve ever had!” I hope she can tell how sincerely I mean that. 
    

    
      “Just what every chef loves to hear. And please, call me Emma,” she says through a major blush. 
    

    
      “Wait, you made that?!” I knew she loved to cook from Jack’s ramblings, but I didn’t realize she was that amazing at it.
    

    
      “Yeah, they let me do a little cooking here and there. Okay, so here’s the check. I’m gonna clear your plates away. Jack, really, put the fork down there’s only metal left,” Emma admonishes. I grab the check and realize she gave us her employee discount, which makes our bill incredibly cheap. I still hand her the cash for the full amount. She takes it with a hint of a furrow in her brow.
    

    
      “This is too much. Wait. Are you… is this a date?” She glances at Jack and he looks forlorn as he answers.
    

    
      “No, sadly, and completely unnaturally, she rejected my advances. Claimed I don’t have the parts for her particular persuasion.” He mimes stabbing his heart with his butter knife. Emma just looks confused by his antics so he clarifies. “Lady parts, she likes female goodies. Full on lesbo that one.” It only takes a second for understanding to spread across her delicate features. I hope it’s not my desperate imagination that sees a tiny spark of interest in her eyes before it disappears. She tells Jack she’ll see him tomorrow and that it was great meeting me and in a flash she’s gone with all of our dirty dishes. 
      Who the hell is this girl?
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      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
              My phone begins its annoyingly buzzy buzz under my head, pulling me from much needed sleep. I groggily click the button and my alarm silences. Sitting up on my bed, I peak out my window to take in the remaining stars and emerging sunlight. I listen carefully to the rest of the house. I hear my own breathing and nothing else so I grab today’s outfit from off the top of my dresser where it remains neatly stacked. Shockingly, it’s a pair of dark jeans and white tee. I pause by my bedroom door to move my desk chair out of the way and open my door as soundlessly as I can. My bathroom is directly across my room, so I shuffle in and get myself showered and ready for my day in fifteen minutes flat. When you don’t wear makeup and have no control over your hair either, it’s a pretty quick process. After a brief stop in my room to grab my sweater and messenger bag, I’m out the door.
    

    
              Not many people willingly arrive an hour early for their 7:45 a.m. class so parking on campus is better than usual. I make my way to the cafeteria, switching my overstuffed messenger bag to the left side. The world seems so quiet and peaceful; The sun is casting  brilliant orange rays out, pushing the dark blues and grays away. The birds in the trees surrounding campus are chirping merrily, likely stuffed with this morning’s victories. I say a quiet goodbye to the pleasant peace of dawn as I pull open the double doors to the cafeteria. The fluorescent lights are harsh and bright in comparison, but I can already smell the freshly brewing coffee and the beginnings of breakfast. The staff, hair nets in place, are working quickly to get the assortments of food prepared and placed in their appropriate places by their 7:00 a.m opening. 
    

    
              I drop my bag on my usual table. I choose it mostly for it’s proximity to coffee, but it’s also a cozy two-seat table tucked in a corner. With my back to the wall, I can see the entire cafeteria while being completely unremarkable. It works well for people watching. But for now the cafeteria is empty so I pull out my spiral notebook from my bag and flip to the page marked with a paperclip. I need to reread my notes from the last Strategies and Problems in Management class as a refresher. I can’t seem to focus though, no matter how many times I reread the first bullet point. Three tries later and I set the notebook down with a frown. No, I will not get distracted, not now. Mug in hand, I walk over to my beloved dark roast. I grab my dollar from my back pocket and take tiny, painful sips as I walk to the cashier. I can see her eyes glance to the giant clock on the wall above and behind me, probably wanting to point out the time and tell me I’ll have to wait. 
      Operation Beg and Plead commencing in five, four, three…
       Before I can begin though, her face changes into a friendly smile. She has reconsidered and she says good morning as I hand her a dollar bill. With a school cup, refills are only fifty cents so she hands me back two quarters. 
    

    
              “Good morning. Have a great day, my addiction thanks you.” I slip the quarters in my pocket and hurry back to my chair. I pick up my notes again and proceed to not read a goddamn word. Fine, brain, if you want to lose yourself over a silly pair of brown eyes and luscious lips… 
      no
      . What am I even thinking? 
      Keep your head in the game, Rhodes
      . My hand reaches to the bottom of my bag to grab my granola bar. Things take a turn when I accidentally open it so vigorously it flies free from its plasticky confines and directly on the floor, landing with a slide. 
      Great.
       I lean out of my chair and swipe it back up. One quick look around to see if anyone has noticed my unfortunate event and I see the coast is clear, so I rub it on my pants and take a bite. They probably sweep and mop everyday. Right? Got to keep up with those health codes. It tastes fine. I wash it down with a sip of coffee. Another bite in and I grab my notes once more, this time I read each word. Then I read all three pages of notes. I grab a pen from the front pocket of my bag and jot down the few questions I have so I can look them up in the textbook later. For now though, I pack everything back inside, throw my strap on my left shoulder and grab my cup. I toss my wrapper into the garbage bin as I make my way to the side doors of the cafeteria. I shove my way through as a group of sleepy students start to trickle in from the first shuttles. It’s significantly brighter outside now and I squint until I am across the octagonal courtyard, under overhang of the tall brick buildings. I traverse two perpendicular sidewalks before finally arriving at the College of Business building. Behind the first flight of stairs is my classroom. It’s on the smaller side, with six long curved tables from each side of the room. There’s one girl already here, she’s sitting in the front with her earbuds in and music blasting. Just as I’m setting my bag on the floor and taking a seat at the far end of the front table, the door swings open. I hear the voices of two guys loudly engaged in an discussion on their current economic concerns. They make their way to the farthest table from the front. They never adjust their volume to the quiet of the room so I just let myself eavesdrop for the next twenty minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      After class, I’m supposed to meet Jack at the Coffee Beanery since he has some math class getting out at 10:30 a.m, too. Wednesdays are my busy day and  I won't  make it into work until late afternoon. My hand is tired from taking notes for the last two and half hours, so I flex and shake it before gathering my stuff and making my way towards the coffee depot (one of the drawbacks to working late hours is the need to recaffeinate at frequent intervals; I mean, it’s a delicious drawback, so I can’t really complain). I stop off in the bathroom first to relieve the diuretic burden of my caffeine addiction. I catch sight of myself in the mirror and can’t stop the internal grimace: my hair is out of control frizzy and the skin below my eyes looks bruised, standing out on my all too pale skin. Speaking of, a cursory glance shows I’m alone in the bathroom, so I pull my shirt up and check the tender bruise on the right side of my ribs, spreading from just under my bra down to the bottom side of my ribs. It’s moved from bright red to dark red with green edges overnight. I hear female voices just outside the door so I shove my shirt down, grab my stuff off the counter, and pick a stall to finish my business. 
    

    
      I can see Jack’s giant curly head already in our spot so I assume he got out of class a few minutes early. “Hey you. Good morning!” 
    

    
      “Hey yourself, missy. Anything you want to tell me?” he asks with his serious face. My pulse jumps and begins racing. 
      What does he know?
         
    

    
      “Umm.. hmm? What now?” I gulp.
    

    
      “Don’t you ‘hmm, what’ me. Are you gay? Last night, I saw a side of you I’ve never seen, Emma. Why didn’t you tell me?” He’s leaning forward now and thank the stars he lowered his voice.
    

    
      “Whoa, slow down there, lughead. What are you talking about? Can I have coffee first? I like your shirt, it’s pretty. The vomit green really brings out your eyes.” He stares at me for two seconds before he stands up, grabs my mug, and walks off. I watch him walk away. 
      Gay?
       I never considered it. Alright. I’m giving myself total permission to be honest. Here goes. When I saw Jack walk in with Brooke last night, it was like… I couldn’t 
      not
       look at her. I knew she couldn’t see me, so I stared, like I was in some kind of trance. I saw her short black hair as she pushed a strand out of her eyes, I saw the lights glinting off her piercings, I saw her slender neck and the tattoos there. Her black v-neck gave me a peek at the full slopes of her breasts, and since I’m being perfectly honest, yes I looked. I saw the slightest glimpse of her midriff and her tight red pants tucked into black combat boots. Her arms were decorated with tattoos and I just wanted a better look. I’ve never seen anyone like her. Not just attractive or dressed like that, but with such confidence. Her self-assurance was captivating. I really didn’t know if I wanted to 
      be 
      her or be
       with
       her. Which was definitely a new thought for me. Bonnie slapping the menus into Jack’s hands snapped me out of it and I hustled back to work. So, noticing her, that doesn’t make me... gay. I people watch all the time. I don’t know what Jack thought he saw, but he was obviously wrong. Oh right… 
      being honest
      . Watching her savor before devouring her dessert caused tingles and throbbing in places that never tingle or throb. That might make me, maybe, a little bit, gay. 
      Well
       
      Crap.
    

    
      Jack sits down with his usual bacon and cheese bagel and nudges my coffee toward me. He doesn’t say anything, just raises his accusatory eyebrow. I’m almost certain he got this technique from his mom. I’ve seen her use it on him and his two brothers when she thinks one of them did something wrong but doesn’t know what yet. Usually, she puts the eyebrow up and waits for one of them to crack under the pressure. It’s a good move, but it won’t work on me. I give him my best smile and hold my coffee mug with both hands. His eyebrow never wavers as he picks up his breakfast and takes a bite, his eyes on me the entire time. His thick jaw moves rhythmically with his chewing. I lean backwards against the sturdy chair and attempt to give him my own version of The Look. I have no individual control over my eyebrows so I know I’m failing, but I stick with it. He chews, I sip. Chew, sip. He increases the intensity of his stare by narrowing his familiar green eyes and I can feel myself slipping. 
      Double crap
      .
    

    
      “If you must know, I don’t have answers to those questions,” I say with a nonchalant shrug. 
    

    
      “Emma, you can trust me. I saw you look at her, I heard you flirt with her.” Satisfied with their work, his eyebrows return to their normal location.
    

    
      “It’s… well.. Okay. I admit, I was a little out of character with her. I may have found myself a little bit attracted to her. But I’ve never been attracted to another girl, or a boy for that matter. I don’t know what you want me to say, Jack. I don’t know what it means.” Now I’m the one leaning forward whispering, a note of panic entering my voice.
    

    
      “Emma, it’s okay. It’s okay. You don’t have to know what it means. I’m sorry I pressured you to tell me. I thought you knew and just never told me.” 
    

    
      I shake my racing head. “No, I’ve never had to think about it before. Did I make a fool of myself? Oh, god.” My arms fold on the table and I hide my face, worst-case-scenario thoughts taunting me. 
    

    
      “No, you didn’t. It was totally hot, trust me. She definitely thought you were hot. Emma, look at me.” 
    

    
      “No,” comes out muffled through my arms. 
    

    
      “Emmaline Rhodes.” 
      Oh no he did not
      . “Oh, yes, I went there.”
    

    
      “What, Jack?” I say, turning my head to the side and looking at him with one eye.
    

    
      “She was totally into you. I promise, she stared at you the entire time. Why are you hiding?” I let his words sink in. First excitement, then disbelief floods me. This is so bizarre, Jack and I have never had to discuss anything like this. I have always cut him off whenever he asked me about dating or boys. 
    

    
      “Because I’m a spaz, Jack. She’s so… and I’m so… not. I’m just not. It’s not going to happen. Please, can we just let it go? I don’t have time to be interested in anyone.” A sick feeling finds its way into my belly. Someone like her would never be interested in someone like me. 
    

    
      “Fine, Emma, but you’re wrong. Dead wrong. That’s all I’m going to tell you, when you’re ready to hear more, let me know.” He grabs his orange juice and finishes it off. I glance at my watch and realize I have ten minutes until I need to leave for my next class. I’m staring at my best friend and trying hard not to drill him on Brooke. To get her off my mind, I change the subject.  
    

    
      “So, Saturday morning breakfast and a movie? Your turn to pick. Is Nicky coming home for the weekend?” Nicky is Jack’s older brother, he’s a senior in college this year and plays football. Pretty much every Saturday morning I go to his house until it’s time to go to work and we have a big breakfast and watch a movie. Jack is on to my tactical maneuver, but he doesn’t push it. 
    

    
      “Of course, who else is going to feed me? No, he’s not coming home this weekend, but I think next weekend maybe. Mom talked to him on the phone last night so you can ask her,” Jack informs me. 
    

    
      “Alright, I will. I better get going soon. Thanks for my coffee,” I say with a sincere smile. 
    

    
      “Em, I’m meeting up with Brooke tomorrow in the library at 12:30 p.m. You should think about stopping by,” he suggests in a low voice. 
    

    
      “Uhh, yeah. No, that’s okay. I’ve got work. See you later, buttface.” I grab my bag and dash for the exit before he can say anything else.
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m all done with classes at 3:15 p.m. so I traverse the entire campus to reach my car and head off to the restaurant. Instead of my usual routine, rushing to change and get inside after I park, I take a moment. I have done a magnificent job of not thinking about my first crush. A girl. I have a crush on a girl. Even if it’s doomed and nothing ever actually happens, this is kind of a big deal.
       I’m nineteen and I have my first crush
      . I spend another few minutes just marveling at the idea of having a crush, the feelings of excitement and attraction. When I can’t delay any longer, I put those feelings away, in a special mental box. 
    

    
      Joe is in the office today and he kisses my cheek as I grab my apron. He reminds me that tomorrow afternoon, the kitchen is mine to experiment with and he can’t wait to try my next creation. He knows about my dream of owning my own restaurant
       
      and he always tells me about the struggles, especially financially, that will take place, but he never stops encouraging me. He lets me do inventory and do mock order forms, he shows me how to operate the computer systems. He really is one of the kindest people I have ever met.   
    

    
       Wednesday nights are not super busy and I get a ton of prep work done for tomorrow so I will have plenty of time to cook. Joe lets me do an appetizer of my own on the occasional weekday. I’m working my way up to doing a solo entree. However, tomorrow I’m going to use the sausage I ordered to make a bread roll. I’m going to fry the sausage with some garlic and then roll it into fresh bread with spinach, dried tomatoes, and some Italian cheeses. Then I’ll use Joe’s recipe for a marinara dip with any orders of it. Joe’s marinara dip is perfection and would compliment just about anything you dipped in it. When I was trying to pick a recipe this is the one that got Jack’s vote so he’s coming in after his… meeting with Brooke. I tighten the knot of my apron forcefully and head over to my station. I get the feeling it’s going to be a long night.
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      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
      The wailing of my alarm finally wakes me. Eyes closed, I reach out my arm and smack it off my bedside table. Sadly, the offensive technology doesn’t go far because the cord is trapped against the wall. At least it shut up so I can go back to sleep. Ugh. This is precisely why I have three more alarms set. Waking up is hard, not a big fan. When the next alarm goes off, I’m already shutting it off. What day is it? Oh, right, Thursday. I have no classes until a 1:45 p.m. but I have to meet up with Jack in the library before then. Which makes me think of Emma and how completely not gay she is… I think. I really need to replace my gaydar batteries. 
    

    
      If waking up is hard, actually getting out of bed is nearly impossible. I live in a one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a complex not too far from the university. There are mostly college students living in this complex, some that graduated and just don’t know where they’re headed. Since most are also students, there is a shuttle that runs every hour on the hour from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. and it costs only quarters to ride. The only downside: it’s utterly packed from morning to night and if you want to make it on the bus you have to get there at least thirty minutes early to wait in line. I’m always glad I don’t have to take it. A few times when I’ve been on my way to campus I watch them stuff themselves into every crevice of the bus in ways that are probably not safe at all. I usually give someone a ride, but my jeep only seats two comfortably. 
    

    
      I glance over at my desk and my computer screens and try to convince myself to get out of bed and finish my work. I have a Friday deadline to meet. A quaint floral shop, In Bloom, is located in a tiny shopping center a few miles down the road. It’s owned by a the sweetest lady, Barbara, and she asked me to design her site and help her program it for online orders. All I have left to do is upload and edit some of the pictures I took of the shop and the flowers. Five more minutes and then I will definitely get out of bed. I lay back and stare at my ceiling and once again, thoughts of Emma float around my traitorous brain. I am completely aware of the fact that we only talked briefly and I’m obsessing like a borderline stalker, but the way she stared at my lips is haunting: It was incredibly sexy. 
    

    
      With some frustration, mainly sexual, I get out of bed and into the shower. The chilly water washes over me, but eventually my goosebumps fade as the water warms up. I take my time lathering up. Telling yourself not to think of something is pointless but I’ve found that staying busy helps. I make my way out of my bedroom and to the kitchen. When you walk in the front door, you have my living room to the left with nice big windows and my small kitchen to the right. If you follow the hallway dead center you’ll reach my bedroom and the bathroom right outside of it. I walk over to the fridge and grab a bottle of water and a banana. I set both down on my computer desk in my room as I boot up. Time to finish this website and get paid. I’ve been a freelance photographer and website designer since I graduated high school, monetizing a knack for creating attractive layouts and combining them with original photos and Photoshop magic. My graphics teacher taught me how to code and gave me a few books, but I picked it up quickly. I make pretty good money, but I want to turn it into a business. After high school, I wandered a bit, working here and there, taking some prerequisite classes online. But now I’m twenty-two and I want to get serious about turning it into a really great career. So here I am, taking business and accounting classes. 
    

    
      A few hours later and I have to get ready if I want to be on time for my 
      meet
       up with Jack to get that outline done. I want to score one of the private rooms because, maybe, I am a little bit hoping he talks about Emma. For example, what’s her favorite color? How long have they been friends? Does she like road trips? What are the chances I’ll get to take her on a date? 
      Sigh
      . I habitually apply my thick black eyeliner, winging it up slightly on each eye and topping it off with a few layers of mascara. Some light blush and clear gloss finish my look for the day. I have a mix of clothes, from skirts and tight dresses to baggy, button-ups, and thrift store rejects, because my style really depends on my mood for the day. I grab my oversized olive green pants and a form hugging black tank. My trusty boots are my go-tos. They’ve been with me through everything.  
    

    
      I can see the shuttle line as I make my way around my building, which is third back from the entrance of the complex. I unlock my jeep and set my stuff gently in the crowded back. I keep alot of emergency essentials in there. I like to be prepared, so I have a blanket, a flashlight, a first aid, kit, and a few of those freeze dried meals. I spent plenty of nights sleeping in this baby between state lines. The sun has been beating down on it long enough for it to be boiling inside and I instantly feel perspiration on my lower back. I pull out of my spot and stop near the shuttle line, I lean out and ask the girl in the pajamas with the giant backpack at the back of the line if she wants a ride to campus. Despite the fact that it’s eleven, she’s clearly overslept and I can empathize. She glances at me dubiously but then decides either that being murdered by me beats waiting for the bus or that I’m harmless and a ride sounds pretty good. 
    

    
      “Thanks! I really appreciate this. I’m Morgan,” she says as she climbs up into the passenger seat.
    

    
      “No problem, I’m headed there anyway. I’m Brooke. Buckle up.” I smile at her and she smiles back. She’s cute, she has dark blue eyes and her face has rounded edges and tiny dimples in each cheek. I’m not picking up any gay vibes from her though.
    

    
      Campus parking is such a bitch. I end up having to park in the furthest row in the back lot. Meanwhile, Morgan is telling me about her major. She is a freshman studying to become a social worker but her three roommates are partiers and they have people coming in and out at all hours and loud music is a constant. I notice she keeps staring at my arms, but thankfully she doesn’t ask what all my tattoos mean. She seems to be struggling under the weight of her backpack halfway into the trek through the lot.
       
      She has an enormous sweater on which I’m assuming is to hide her pajamas and I can see her starting to sweat. 
    

    
      “Let me carry your bag for a bit. You should take off that ridiculous sweater before you have a heatstroke and I have to feel guilty for the rest of my life that you died on my watch. Do you want that for the amazingly kind stranger that gave you a ride?” She looks a little alarmed but decides to take my advice. She hands me her bag and 
      holy hell
       is it heavy. I force it on one shoulder while we walk and she struggles to get her sweater off. When she finally gets it off I notice she’s wearing a shirt with a ton of cats on it. She notices me looking at them.
    

    
      “I like cats. So what?” 
    

    
      “Right on, sister,” I say with a smile. She ties the arms of her sweater around her waist and fixes her messy brunette bun. She throws me a dimpled smile and pulls her bag off my shoulder and replaces it on her back. I have no idea how she hasn’t snapped in two. Before we part ways, she profusely thanks me for the ride. As I cross the wide stone quad on my way to the library I think I see the sun glinting off a familiar head of blonde waves passing by toward the parking lot and my stomach does a tumble when I think of Emma. But just as I think of her, I lose Maybe-Emma in the crowd of students rushing through the quad. Someone’s shoulder brushing into mine reminds me that I am supposed to be headed to the library. 
    

    
      There’s no such luck getting one the of the private rooms, they are always the first to go. But I linger outside the doors, trying to look fierce and intimidating, trying to work mental voodoo on them. If only I could use the Force, 
      you want to leave, these are not the rooms you are looking for. 
      Surprisingly, I only have to stare threateningly for ten minutes before a group of four pack up and leave. I dramatically and unnecessarily dive into the room. There is literally no one else waiting for one right now, probably because I scared them off. While I pull my stuff out to work on the outline, I send Jack a text letting him know my location. What I am not doing is plotting how to stealthily extract information from him. Nope, not doing that at all.
    

    
      Three thousand years later the manly behemoth appears. He pushes open the door and sets his shoddy backpack in a chair. He’s wearing a plain blue shirt that has a rip down the side and a pair of strange gray shorts that were definitely born black. He reaches in for his textbook, which has papers shoved in it every which way, and drops it in front of him on the thick beige table. 
    

    
      “Hey,” I say, playing it totally cool.
    

    
      “Hey. So I made a version of the outline if you want to check it out and give me your input?” he says while opening his book and yanking out a set of stapled papers. He pushes it over to me. I just look at it.
    

    
      “Yeah, totally. That’s cool. Great. Hey, quick question, is your friend Emma totally straight or like only half straight?” I forgot to remember I suck at stealthy. He laughs as he shakes his head. 
    

    
      “You should probably ask her that,” he says.
    

    
      “I respect that. Really. But could you maybe give me a hint? I’ll take sign language or you could whisper it or you could write it down on something and leave it somewhere,” I say with an encouraging nod. If I have to, I will use the Force again.
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll tell you what I know. Which is this: she’s just beginning to figure that out. Now look over my outline,” he stipulates. He taps his ridiculously sized index finger on the outline in front of me. 
      Fine.
    

    
      Like a good project partner, I read over his outline and together we added a few more things and then cleaned it all up. I transcribed it quickly into an email for him to review and
       
      then forwarded it to the professor. It’s just about 1:15 p.m. so I only have a half hour to class. Now that work is out of the way…  
    

    
      “Can I ask you questions now?” He gives me a noncommittal shrug so I just continue talking. “Okay, I get that you’re probably protective of her and her privacy. So how about I start with an easy one: How did you two meet?”
    

    
      “Fair enough. We were twelve, she had just moved here. I was riding my bike home from school when I saw her. When I got closer to her I could see her bike down on the sidewalk and her knee was bloody. She was trying to fix the chain that had popped off but she couldn’t do it. I asked her if I could help and she said no. So I just watched her try for a while longer but it just wasn’t happening, and I asked her to let me do it because my older brother had taught me how. She still  she said no. I almost left her then, but she looked about eight years old and I couldn’t leave her by herself. So I set my bike down and instead of just asking, I just grabbed her bike and did it. I taught her how to flip the bike over and how to guide the chain back on. She really hadn’t said much up to that point but she thanked me, very serious. Three houses down was mine so I convinced her to come in and wash her hand and knee. My mom instantly took to her, being that she had three boys, cleaned and bandaged her up and then made her a snack. We’ve been friends ever since.” He’s smiling to himself, lost in the memory.
    

    
       “Wow, that’s adorable. So in all the years you’ve known her and she’s never had a boyfriend?” I nonchalantly ask. He makes a face like that might be too personal, but he answers anyway.
    

    
      “No, not one. I’ve never seen her look at anyone with interest, either. I had guys in high school come up and ask me if she and I were together because we hung out all the time, and then ask me to put in a good word for them before they asked her out,” Jack replies thoughtfully. “But really, she never cared for any of it. Her school work took priority and when she was finished with her homework, her face was in a cookbook. She never went to school dances except when my mom convinced her to go to senior prom. It took lots of begging despite how studly I am. I should have seen the signs then,” he jests. 
    

    
      “Oh my god, just because a girl isn’t interested in dating you doesn’t mean she’s automatically a lesbian,” I chide insincerely. “But look, I just want to get to know her. I’ve never been the kind of girl to give a chase, but I can’t seem to get her off my mind. Maybe by getting to know me, she can get to know herself a little better, at least the potentially not-straight side.”
    

    
      “I think you might be right. She did seem interested in you. I think you’re going to have a harder time getting her to take time off work to ‘get to know’ you than you will getting her to admit to any lesbian tendencies, though,” he says honestly.
    

    
      “Well, I 
      have
       been craving Italian. If I am at her work, she won’t have to take time off and she can’t avoid me,” I say more to myself now. I check my phone for the time and realize I have to get moving. “I gotta bounce, thanks for the great teamwork, partner.” 
    

    
      “Yeah. Guess I’ll see you tonight, then? Should be fun. For me at least,” Jack says. That total dick is laughing at me. I know he’s going to mock all of my efforts to crack Emma’s exterior and see what lies within. But I accept the challenge, which is an entirely new adventure for me. 
    

    
      “See you tonight, asshat,” I retort as I push out the door. I can hear his laughter echoing in the room behind me. 
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      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
      I love being in the kitchen. It’s an amazing feeling. I feel in control and capable in a way I never manage to feel outside of it. My dough is rising beautifully on the silver metal counters off to the left side of the kitchen. I am working on slicing the sausage evenly, trying to improve my knife skills. The slower I go the more accurate my slices, but eventually I want to be able to improve my speed and maintain my accuracy. It will take practice, of course, but it will also be necessary if I ever want to cook professionally in my own restaurant. When you have a dream, every step towards it counts, even the small ones. When the sausages are cut I separate them into two different frying pans and guide them onto the burners. I pull a few cloves of garlic and slice them thinly, the strong smell lingering on my fingers. I divvy it up between my pans and give them a stir. The sizzle of the pan, the smell of spices, the heat from the stove, it’s paradise.  
    

    
      Tomatoes in the dehydrator take about eight hours, but Marcus does a fresh batch at least once a week so I get to use some of those for my bread roll. The sausage is starting to turn a delicious brown, so I stir it around a few more times. After thoroughly cleaning my work space, I give the sausage another stir and drain the fat out of the pan. I throw in the tomatoes and spinach and letting it cook for a few minutes longer before pushing it off the heat.  I grab the container of flour and a rolling pin from its hook. Quickly, I scatter flour onto the countertop and dump one of the three dough balls out. It has the perfect texture, I push my finger into a little bit and the dent stays. I flour my pin and roll it out. It’s harder than it seems, to get a perfect rectangle. After a frustrating ten minutes, I realize I need a better angle so I use my right foot to push over a white plastic footstool. It has two steps covered in black grippy things. When I stand on the top step, I make much better progress. When all three rectangles are just how I want them, I move to the next phase. I put the cheese into the shredder and when I am satisfied with the taste and texture, I spread it onto the rolls followed by the sausage mix. I roll them up, seal them, and secure them tightly in plastic wrap. When it’s time to put them in the brick oven, I will brush the top lightly with oil and sprinkle them with a mix of Italian herbs.  
    

    
      I could talk about all things food and cooking for hours, but I bet that’s how most people with a passion feel. I can’t talk to Jack about it anymore unless I feed him first because he just complains and threatens to duct tape my mouth. Growing up, I never had a boy as a friend. My two best friends were girls, Tabitha and Katie, and only Tabitha had started thinking boys were anything other than gross. When I moved here, Jack never really gave me any other option than being his friend. The day after I met him, he showed up in the morning to ride bikes to school together. He didn’t make me talk to him, just waited till I pulled my bike down to the sidewalk and rode next to me. He did the same thing when school got out and everyday after. We had the same lunch period together, so he found me somehow and had me sit with him. He introduced me to all his friends and that’s just the way it was. Since the beginning, he just accepted me as is: timid, quiet, sad. He never treated me as the girl who lost her mom, who had to move far away from her home to live with an uncle she had never met. A lot of the teachers and some of the other kids did, but never Jack. I really don’t know why he decided to make me his friend, but I do know I don’t deserve it.
    

    
      
    

    
                                              …
    

    
      
    

    
      I only had one table when it was time for one of the sausage rolls to come out of the oven. I decided to stagger their cooking by 30 minutes, so that they would be as fresh as possible. Typically, you wouldn’t want to make an appetizer that takes an hour to cook, but it was Jack’s pick. Speaking of, he should be here soon to try it out. I set the roll on the counter so it can cool and settle before I slice it. I grab some plates and some small bowls for the marinara dipping sauce in preparation. Time to check on my lone table: Joe had Amanda come in today just for the extra hand since he was letting me cook. I really wasn’t missing much tip-wise, because Thursday’s are generally pretty quiet. 
    

    
      When I pushed through the double doors, my pulse went racing. Amanda was talking to Brooke. In my section. Brooke is in my section. I turned around and pushed back through the double doors. 
      Oh, god, what if she just saw that? 
      Quickly looking around, I try to come up with a reason for running back into the kitchen that doesn't include freaking out because the girl I have a crush on is looking super hot and sitting in my section. 
      Why is she here? 
      I move over to the rack that holds the cleaned dishes. There are like five spoons and two coffee cups. Crap. Oh well, it will have to do. I take a deep, calming breath and carry them out to the front station. I put them in their homes in an obviously-this-was-super-important way. Buying a little more time for my nerves to calm, I grab 
      a
       few straws and shove them into my apron. When I finally turn back out to the dining room, Amanda was off talking to one of her tables and Brooke was looking right at me. 
      Gulp
      .
    

    
      She was only one booth down from my current three top, so when I stopped to check on them they were finishing up and handing me back the bill and some cash. They told me they didn’t need any change so I thanked them and wished them a great day. Which means I literally had nothing else to do. 
      Breathe
      . I turn and walk the last few feet to Brooke, her eyes finding mine again. 
    

    
      “Hey,” I said with the tiniest of cracks.
    

    
      “Hey, Emma,” she said back, smiling. 
    

    
      “How are you? Can I get you something to drink?” 
    

    
      “ Great. Um, sure, a water,” she said hesitantly. I nodded and went back and grabbed a cup from the stack and filled it up. So, maybe, I don’t have time to get all fluttery when a pretty girl is around. That’s true. But... I am at work, so what could it hurt if, while working, I also stare at her a bit? That decision makes me feel a little bit bolder, so when I get back to her table and set the cup down, I also slip into the seat across from her. Her smile gets wider and, oh man, is she beautiful. I take in all of her features: Her warm chocolate eyes, her subtly aquiline nose, the enticing curvature of her rosy lips. She smiles knowingly.  
    

    
      “How’s your day going?” she asks.
    

    
      “Better now.” Her eyes widen in surprise and I can’t even believe I just said that to her. Her top teeth bite down on her bee-stung bottom lip. “How was class?”
    

    
      “Awesome, I got out a half hour early. I was craving... Italian. So, here I am,” she says with a bright smile. Cue my blush, right on time. I hope she doesn’t notice.
    

    
      “Nice.. you know, about the, um, early release. So, do you like sausage?” I say inarticulately. She’s bursts into a fit of laughter. My lips turn up at the sound, but I’m confused by her mirth. 
      Ohhh
      . My cheeks are on fire, but I can’t look away from her. Her laugh is incredible, a mix of sexy and cute. Her brownie batter eyes are twinkling with mirth. 
    

    
      “If you’re referring to the food, yes, I love it. I don’t think you were alluding to anything else, but to be totally clear, I only like the food sausage,” Brooke declares. I get her meaning, but I can’t really think of anything to say back. Is she trying to find out if I like… sausage? 
    

    
      “I, um, I’m not really a fan either,” I say in response. I’m not sure if that was too vague or too forward, but she nods.
    

    
      “Cool,” she says. She glances down at the straw next to her water. “I was hoping that was the case.” Her hair fails forward and into her right eye. My hand decided not to confer with my brain before it reaches over and brushes it back toward her ear. Or before it decides to completely linger there for no reason. Her body stills and her face becomes so serious. I see her throat move with a swallow, jarring me from my harassment of her face area. I drop my hand and quickly slide out.  
    

    
      “Great! I cooked a thing. Be right back,” I say inarticulately before hightailing it the hell out of there. 
    

    
      After I pushed back into the kitchen, I stood just out of reach of the swinging doors, completely forgetting why I came in here. I looked at my left hand. 
      Holy freaking crap
      . I just touched her hair and her face. It was so soft. How can a person be that soft? 
      Holy crap I just used this hand to touch her.
       A girl just let me touch her face. I’ve never done that before. I am never washing this hand again. Wait, that’s creepy and gross. I work with food, I have to wash it. Oh right, food. I came in here for food not to spaz out. I pull the roll toward me and sweep it onto the cutting board, I slice it into
       
      pieces, about an inch thick, and put six in a circle on the plate. I fill the bowl with marinara and after a quick wipe, I set it in the center of the plate. With another deep breath, I grab two appetizer plates and head back out there.
    

    
       Brooke is staring at her closed straw when I get to the table. It’s still quiet in the restaurant except for Amanda’s table, so I sit across from her again. She carefully examines the dish, leaning down to inhale. When I explain to her what’s in it, she looks even more excited.  
    

    
      “This looks amazing. I can’t believe you made it. I’ve never known a chef before.” She pulls one of the slices onto her plate. She unrolls her silverware, sets her napkin on her lap, and uses the knife and fork to slice into it. When she has a piece on her fork she dips it into the sauce and eats it. I hold my breath, hoping desperately that she likes it. Her eyes close as she chews. “Mmm, Emma, this is so good!” As she quickly takes another bite I can’t help the huge grin on my face. 
      Score!
    

    
      I grab one off the plate and eat with her. It actually turned out surprisingly good and I like that I get to share with her. “So what’s your favorite meal?” I ask her between bites.
    

    
      “Oh, hmm. That’s tough, I love all food for real. Right now, I’m really lovin’ this. One time I had this lemon, chicken, rice stew kind of deal and it was amazing. I don’t remember what it was called, but that has always been one of my favorites. Which is why I was impressed that you picked a lemon tart for me. Lemon is my jam.”
    

    
      “That does sound good. I don’t think I’ve had anything like that before. I grew up eating Italian, so that happens to be what I cook and eat, mostly. I’ve spent most of my time trying to perfect that cuisine, but I read cookbooks from a lot of cultures.”
    

    
      “You’re kind of pale for an Italian.” She takes her time studying me, my pale hair and skin. I giggle nervously under her inspection.  
    

    
      “I’m not actually Italian, but my mom managed an Italian restaurant for, basically, my whole childhood. I was always there and always eating. My mom also cooked the best Italian food at home,” I said before taking another bite. The realization that I talked about my mom suprises me. I never talk about my mom, not even to mention her name. Frankly, it hurts too much. I don’t even think Jack knows I grew up in the booth of a big fancy restaurant. But when I just told Brooke that, it didn’t hurt like it normally does. It was a happy memory and I suddenly feel like embracing it. I finish chewing, lost in thought. 
    

    
      “Hey, you okay?” Brooke asks, concern on her face.
    

    
      “Yeah, sorry. I don’t talk about my mom much.” She nods in understanding, not pressing it. 
    

    
      “So, when did you start learning to cook?” She asks tentatively. 
    

    
      “Oh, probably by the time I could walk. My mom would tell me stories about how she used to drag my high chair into our tiny kitchen while she cooked. She explained what she was doing as she went. She said that even though I was only two, I paid close attention to her. If she asked me what seasoning came next, I would point to it with a big wooden spoon. She always laughed when she told me I got it right sometimes. It was a great sound. As I got older she let me plan and cook meals for us and sometimes her boyfriend, Paul. I felt so cool.” I smile at the thought. 
    

    
      “Oh, I can picture that so clearly. Two year old you is about what I can manage in a kitchen. No, you’d probably fair better. I’m hopeless in there, I should actually be tied into a high chair for just attempting to go there. Your mom sounds like she was pretty amazing, though.” She says that last part so gently.
       
      Unexpectedly, wetness fills my eyes when I nod. I haven’t cried in years and I try to regain control before Brooke takes notice. I almost succeed, but before I can stop it, one tear slips out. I bring my hand up to wipe it away. I can’t really bear to look up at Brooke yet, I just hope she didn’t see. Before I can wipe my hand on my jeans, she reaches out and takes it. She doesn’t say anything, just holds it. Wow, I’m just getting to know this girl and I tell her about my mom 
      and
       cry in front of her.  
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” I say when I have my voice under control. She grasps my hand and I really don’t want her to let go of it, even if
       
      I don’t really do affection. 
    

    
      “For being human? That’s nothing to be sorry about. So, do you think you could show me a few things sometimes? I can do eggs and toast, but I always wondered what it would be like to use an oven.” That gets another laugh out of me and I’m thankful for the artful topic adjustment.
    

    
      “I can definitely teach you how to use an oven. They don’t call me Ovenmaster for nothing. Oh god, no, no one calls me that. Please just ignore that. So what do you do?” She’s laughing at me and tries to take a sip of her water to hide it but ends up choking and coughing on it. I burst into a fit of laughter while she tries to recover. 
    

    
      “You okay?” I finally ask. Her face is bright red and there are tears in her eyes.
    

    
      “Wrong tube. Nice of you to laugh at my trauma, though, Ovenmaster!” She’s chuckling again. Wow, do I wish I hadn’t said that.
    

    
      “One might think that was instant karma for laughing at me. Not me, of course, I’m not like that. But maybe someone out there. Probably Amanda.” I point my thumb in Amanda’s general direction. Brooke’s eyes don’t leave my face. She gives me a skeptical look, her eyes narrowed. 
    

    
      “Right. You’re not like that. Mmhmm. But to answer your question, I’m a photographer slash website designer. But I am going to school to turn it into a real business. I’ve taken pictures since I was in high school. I started out on the school paper and realized I would rather take pictures of things I care about, the travesty that is school lunches wasn’t really compelling enough. When I took a class on computers, everything was easy. It was like a puzzle and I could solve it. So after I left my hometown, I put my two interests together and started making a little bit of money while taking some prereq classes here and there. Five years later, I’m a full-time college student and sitting across the most beautiful girl in town,” Brooke says matter-of-factly. 
    

    
      My heart is thumping wildly in my chest at the look in her eyes. I don’t know how to respond to that, so I decide to be silly. I turn around and look behind me, then look all around the restaurant. 
    

    
      “Huh. I don’t see her,” I say before I stick my tongue out at her. She looks at me in contemplation. 
    

    
      “No, I don’t think you do,” she murmurs. I don’t know what she means but I’m saved from coming up with a reply by Jack’s enormous body pushing me over and crushing me against the wall of the booth. 
    

    
      “Sup, ladies! Hope I’m not interrupting! Dude, is that my food? Did you seriously give this wench my food?” He demand accusingly. 
    

    
      “There’s plenty left for you, you big-headed punk. I’ll go get you yours. Move and let me out.” He gets out but instead of taking his seat again, he follows me to the kitchen. I look back at  Brooke to tell her we’ll be right back, but I catch her eyes checking out my butt. My face goes red and I walk faster to the kitchen, dragging Jack with me.
    

    
      “So, little Emma, how gay do you feel today?” He says with a wink.
    

    
      “Ha ha. Oh god, Jack. I feel really, really gay!” I say with panic creeping into my voice. He starts laughing so hard he braces a hand on a silver counter in the kitchen. “Stop laughing, this isn’t funny. I have no idea what I’m doing! Can you pretend you are actually my best friend and help me!” I implore. 
    

    
      “Alright, alright. But it looked like you had it under control. Just be yourself. Did you send her signals that you’re interested?”
    

    
      “What, like smoke signals?” I’m so far out of my league here.
    

    
      “No, like did you smile at her, did you mention you like women, did you flash her your bosom? That one in particular is a definite signal.” 
    

    
      “Ugghhh, Jack! I think I sent signals. Maybe. I don’t know. We better get back out there.” He just looks at me curiously while I pull the rest of the roll from the warmer and slice it. I put the dip in the middle and push him back out the doors. “Do not say anything, please. Jack? Please do not embarrass me. I think I like her.” 
    

    
      “Fine. Take away all my fun. Scouts honor, I’ll be a good boy. Can I have a lemonade?” 
    

    
      “Fine, take the plate and go sit down.” Just as I set the cup down in front of him at the table, a group of six push their way inside the restaurant. It’s my turn to take a table. Jack glances at the group and gives me his shit-eating grin. 
      Oh, crap
      . Now he knows I won’t be there to babysit him in front of Brooke. He quickly wipes
       
      his grin and gives me an innocent expression. I narrow my eyes at him and when I’m sure Brooke isn’t watching us, I run my finger across my neck. His innocent eyes widen and he throws a hand dramatically over his heart. I make a V with my fingers and point to my eyes and then to him. He smiles at me and waggles his fingers. 
    

    
      “Be right back!” I say to both of them. I rush over to the group at the door to greet and seat them. I look back at the booth and Brooke waves at me. I wave back to her and then turn to introduce myself to my new table. I send up a silent prayer that Jack talks about anything but me, anything else at all. Even farts. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      I didn’t even get the chance to eavesdrop on them because I got a party of fourteen not too long after and they had me running around. That doesn’t mean I didn’t constantly catch glimpses of them animatedly laughing and simultaneously glancing in my direction. But I wasn’t letting it get to me. That much. When they stood up to leave, I felt both relieved and sad to see Brooke go. But she pulled me aside and casually gave me her phone number. She told me I could call her when I got off work if I wanted. So now I’m sitting in my car outside of the restaurant holding my phone nervously. I squint at the napkin she wrote her number on and check it a hundred times to be sure it’s right. My thumb hovers over send for another full minute before I muster the courage. It only rings twice before her voice fills my ear. 
    

    
      “Hello?”
    

    
      “Um, hi. It’s Emma. “ Stupid pause. “From Giorgio’s.”
    

    
      “I know who you are, Emma,” she says with laughter in her voice. “I’m glad you called.” Cue silly grin. 
    

    
      “So, how was the rest of your day?”
    

    
      “Pretty good, how was work?” She asks.
    

    
      “The usual. I don’t love being a waitress, but it has a purpose.”
    

    
      “That makes sense, getting more firsthand experience for running your own place.”
    

    
      “Exactly,” I say. “Actually, I was sad we got interrupted earlier. I was curious, what do you like about photography?”
    

    
      “Hmm,” she pauses thoughtfully. “No one has ever asked me that. I love capturing a moment, a memory, but more than that I love how each picture can tell a story all on its own. And it can be different for each viewer or each viewing. Does that make sense?”
    

    
      “Definitely. Do you have a favorite picture that you’ve taken?” I ask her.
    

    
      “Oh man, that’s like asking me to choose between my children,” she says. “But, I do have a few favorites. I could show you sometime.” 
    

    
      “Oh, um, yes that would be cool.” 
      YES!
    

    
      “I’m glad Jack ended up being my partner. Why is he such a verbal pig anyway?” She asks, making me chuckle.
    

    
      “He’s got a macho dad and older brother, and a slightly macho younger brother. When you get the four of them together, they just spew out every thought they have. Jack just doesn’t have a filter period, though.”
    

    
      “I’ve noticed that about him. It’s real charming. I almost can’t believe he’s your best friend considering how different you are. You’re far more reserved and shy than he is an outspoken extrovert.”
    

    
      “I know, it's hard to believe, but he’s just very convincing.” I say with a smile at her observations. “Do you have a best friend?” 
    

    
      “No, after I left home I didn’t stay in touch with anyone. I traveled the states, going from place to place. When you don’t put roots down anywhere, it’s hard to make friends. But I’m here to stay for awhile,” she remarks carefully. “Maybe, we could be friends?”
    

    
      “Yeah, for sure. I’d like that, Brooke.”
    

    
      “Sweet,” she says enthusiastically. “Well, as friends, I think it’s important that we get to know each other better. First question: what’s your favorite movie?”
    

    
      “Wow, so we’re just jumping right in, huh? What a big question. Hmm, my favorite movie is The Princess Bride. What’s yours?” I ask, genuinely curious. 
    

    
      “Nice choice. Well, that’s a great movie but my pick is Notting Hill.  I can watch it over and over again.”
    

    
      “Ah, so you’re a romantic kind of girl,” I tease.
    

    
      “Guilty.”
    

    
      “Okay, my turn. What’s the last song you listened to?” I ask her.
    

    
      “Good question. Mary Lambert’s ‘She Keeps Me Warm’ was on just before you called,” Brooke answers with a sigh. “Yours?”
    

    
      “I’m a classic rock kind of girl so the radio played ‘Sweet Emotion’ earlier today and I jammed out,” I say sincerely. 
    

    
      “Aerosmith? Wow, you continue to surprise me, Emma. My turn then. Favorite book?”
    

    
      “Hands down all of the Harry Potters. It’s obviously not one book, but you need them all for the whole story. Yours?”
    

    
      “I accept your reasoning. While those are great reads, my favorite will always be Pride and Prejudice. I’m just now noticing that I am such a girl,” Brooke says laughingly. 
    

    
      “I’ve noticed that about you,” I mock her earlier words. “But I think it’s adorable.” 
       
    

    
      “Aw, shucks, Emma. I think you’re adorable. Speaking of adorable, what’s your favorite animal?” She inquires. Luckily, she can’t see the major blush on my cheeks. 
    

    
      “Horses. I’ve never seen one in person but I just like them for their intelligence and beauty. Black Beauty was one of my favorite books when I was little,” I reply. “You?” 
    

    
      “Wow, I can’t believe you haven’t already guessed. I’m a full-blown lesbian, it’s obviously cats. No worries, young grasshopper, I’ll show you the ropes. Do you have any tattoos? That would really help with the street cred.”
    

    
      “Sadly, no. Do you?” I quip. 
    

    
      “Ha ha, good one,” Brooke says sarcastically while I laugh at my own joke. 
    

    
      “Alright, so I need cats and tattoos. Any other lesbian advice for me?” I ask, as if admitting that I’m a lesbian is old news. It still makes me nervous, but it feels right, like the final puzzle piece. 
    

    
      “Oh yeah, I definitely have more. But... I’ll have to 
      show
       you.” Her seductive voice in my ear causes my heart to thump erratically and an involuntary shiver to take over. I try to respond, but my ability to communicate is absent. She seems to take my pause negatively or she changes her mind because she backtracks. “My flannel collection. I’ll show you my very gay flannel.” 
    

    
      She continues telling me about all the cliche lesbian lifestyle choices that I need to catch up on, but my mind keeps replaying her words. I can’t help but wonder what else she wants to show me. I’m definitely in deep water, but I kind of want to see where the tide takes me.         
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      Brooke
    

    
                                      
    

    
      The best thing about Saturday’s? No alarm clocks. Except this one. I set it extra early because Jack invited me over for breakfast with the promise that Emma would be there. He said to come around eight because Emma only stays until eleven before she goes to work.
       
      So here I am waking up at 
      six o’clock in the fucking morning
       because I didn’t want to oversleep. I give myself a few more moments in bed, just thinking about Emma. Her brief moments of forwardness stunned me. Unexpectedly, that made them feel more intimate, like I was seeing a side of her that no one else gets to. 
    

    
      A thorough shower energizes me and I hurry to get ready. My excitement continues to grow as I shove my feet into a pair of dark wash boyfriend jeans. I slip on a white button up and cover it with a dark crimson long sleeve sweater.  A glance at my phone and I realize I’m still really fucking early, so I sit down at my desk to check my email and my favorite comic strips. But my thoughts wander back to Emma, naturally. I’m used to just being forward with girls I’m interested in, but I feel like I will frighten her away if I come on too strong. Yesterday, I didn’t send her a message or call because I wasn’t totally sure if it would be welcome. Would sending her a good morning text be too much? She might like to know I’m thinking of her. Before I can stop myself, I pick up my phone and send her a message.
    

    
      Morning, you.
       
    

    
      There. Simple. She’ll know she’s on my mind, but I didn’t tell her that I can’t wait to see her again or anything else that might be too creepy at this point. I catch myself staring at my phone so I set it down. A delightful dose of adrenaline floods my system when I think of her receiving my text. I hope she smiles at thought of me. I hope she texts me back. I look at my phone again, willing it to buzz with a reply. Nothing. Minutes and minutes of nothing. Finally, I let out the breath I’ve been holding and stand up, purposely leaving the offensively-silent tech on my desk. I ambulate myself into the kitchen for bottle of water. I drink the entire contents while leaning against the sink. Texts must be like pots of water: 
      if
       you watch them they do the opposite of what you want. 
    

    
      I hear a buzz and I jog back, pick up my phone and check. 
      Nothing! Damn you, phantom buzz.
       Now that I’ve had so much time to dwell on it, I regret sending it. I could have made it wittier or less intimate. 
      Why haven’t they made an undo text button yet?
       Just as I set it back down on the desk it buzzes. A real one. I’ve psyched myself out and now I’m almost scared to look at it. I hold it really far away, as if that will soften the blow. 
    

    
      Good morning, Brooke. Sorry about the delay. I was getting breakfast supplies from the market. Ready for a homemade breakfast?
       
      Relief surges through me at her reply. I ignore the fact that I just went full on demented over a text. 
    

    
      So ready! Can I bring anything?
       
      I inquire politely. Her reply is within seconds.
    

    
      Nope, just bring your appetite and your pretty face
      . 
      I reread her words and butterflies find my stomach. 
      She thinks I’m pretty. 
    

    
      Done. See you soon! 
      I suavely respond.
         
    

    
      
    

    
      I made myself wait another twenty minutes, arriving a polite ten minutes early. Jack’s house was easy enough to find. It’s a white, two-story colonial style house with black shutters and a slanted black and gray roof. Gathering my fortitude, I hop out of the car and trail through the dewy grass. There’s a beautiful multi-colored wreath hanging on the door. From the outside it looks like a well-loved family home. It’s been a very long time since I’ve been around anyone’s family. I debate ringing the bell or knocking and settle for rapping my knuckles firmly against the black door. A brief moment passes before Emma opens the door, but she looks overjoyed to see me. 
    

    
      “Hi, come in,” she says warmly as she steps to the side to let me through. I carefully wipe my shoes on the welcome mat before stepping inside. The foyer is open and spacious but somehow still warm and inviting. The entrance has white tile, but soft beige carpeting covers a sitting room to the left and an office to the right. I can see lots of trophies lining the hutch of a large dark oak desk and the shelves on the walls. The wall in the office is a really pretty teal color while the sitting room walls are a pale gray. I turn back as Emma closes the door behind me. “Follow me. I’m just getting started, want to help?” 
    

    
      “I’d love to. That sounds fun,” I say sincerely. She leads me down a hallway to the back of the house. It ends at an enormous kitchen with nice, thick marble counters to the right. Off to the left of the kitchen is a carpeted staircase and the family room. It has overstuffed brown couches and a big flat screen t.v. mounted above a cozy fireplace. Jack is lounging on the couch with a smaller, younger version of himself. They’re both wearing headsets and have video game controllers in their hands. There is some sort of shooting and explosions happening on the screen and the younger one yells and elbows Jack, who then elbows him back. 
    

    
      I glance at Emma and see her watching them fondly. “Boys,” she emphasizes with an eye roll. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I see that. Alright, Ovenmaster. Teach me your ways,” I entreat. That earns me a poke in the arm but at least she’s smiling. She flips on the switch to the coffee pot and it burbles pleasantly as it begins to brew.
    

    
      “First things first.” She walks into a deep pantry and grabs something off the wall before coming back. She pauses in front of me. She’s so close I can count her freckles. Her face tilts up to me and her eyes stare into mine, her wild waves framing her face. Everything fades around me, my eyes are all on her. Each uneven breath I take fills my lungs with the scent of her, vaguely sweet but with a touch of spice. I want to melt into her, but before I can, she holds up a floral printed piece of fabric. Her arms move slowly as she brings the loop to the top of my head. The brief reprieve from her piercing gaze breaks the spell as she slides the fabric past my eyes. It occurs to me then, that the fabric is an apron. All thoughts vanish as she leans ever closer, now bringing her arms around me, her body nearly touching mine. I can feel her arms working to tie the straps behind my back and my nerves tingle in response. Her deft fingers slide across the strings, making their way around my waist. Emma’s head tilts slightly back as she looks up at me causing my stomach to drop. I can read the uncensored lust there and I desperately want to lean down and kiss her. My eyes drop to her lips in anticipation but before I can dissolve into them, she blinks twice and the heat is gone. 
      What just happened?
       Now I’m confused, because if I read her right, she wanted to kiss me just as much as I wanted to kiss her. 
      Why is she stopping herself?
       
    

    
      “Perfect,” she says as she takes a step back and admires the ridiculous, frilly apron on me, leaving me reeling from the loss of her nearness. With a clap of her hands she turns around and grabs a few metal bowls from under a cabinet. The sight of her sylphlike body bending pulls me from my bafflement and I watch her as she crouches next to the the stove to grab a griddle from beneath. She’s wearing black skinny pants and a fitted white t-shirt with a pair of black Keds, which seems to be the only things she wears and that is absolutely, perfectly fine by me. They hug all of her curves suggestively and I’m an appreciative audience.   
    

    
      “Hey wait, why aren’t you wearing an apron?” I indicate her non-apronness when she stands back up. She glances down at herself with a one-shouldered shrug.
    

    
      “Well, your level of skill in the kitchen is in question, not mine. But if it makes you feel better, I can put one on,” she says. She grabs another one from the pantry wall and sets it on the counter. She pulls the hair tie off her wrist and gathers her hair up in her hands. With her elbows facing the ceiling, I get an incredible view of the appealing outline of her breasts through her shirt as it stretches across. Flashes of dirty thoughts race through my mind and a wave of warmth spreads through my body. I swallow and glance away. I don’t trust myself to return the favor with the apron, so I walk over to the sink to wash my hands. 
      With some cold ass water
      .  
    

    
      “Okay, let’s do this,” she chirps. 
      Great
      . She looks adorable in an apron.  
    

    
      “I’m ready. What’s on the menu?” I ask. 
    

    
      “Pancakes, eggs, some fresh fruit, and bacon of course. Can you grab the eggs and bacon from the fridge?” She nudges her chin toward the stainless steel doors.
    

    
       She pulls over a big plastic container of flour and opens a drawer to grab some measuring cups. I set the carton and package of bacon on the counter next to the stove and she waves me over to her side. 
    

    
      “Ready to learn how to make pancakes?” Emma asks. I nod and I watch the hypnotic movements of her hands as she teaches me. She adds the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt. She then lets me add the melted butter, eggs, and milk to the center. She hands me a whisk but when I try to mix it, I end up flinging the flour mix all over the counter, stove, and her arms. 
    

    
      “Oh no, I’m so sorry, Emma!” I cry in dismay. She brushes her arms off on her apron with a laugh.
    

    
      “No worries. You’re doing great, just push the mix in downward circles. Oh, wait,” she says leaning over the bowl. I pause and look in the bowl, too, wondering what she’s investigating. She swipes her finger on the flour clinging to the edge of the bowl and fast as lightning, wipes it across my nose and cheek. My mouth falls open in surprise and she steps back with a giggle. “Okay, all better now. Continue stirring.” She has the offending index finger between her teeth. Maybe she sees the look in my eyes because she backs up even further. 
    

    
      “Oh, no, no, no. You know what they say about payback, right?” I reach in the flour container, grab a handful and walk toward her, slowly. She puts her hands up in front of her.
    

    
      “No, don’t do it!” She says as I dart forward and grab her around her waist before she can escape. She squeals and tries to pull away but I bring my flour-full hand down on top of her head. It flies wildly about, covering both of us. We pause in shock for a moment as we take in each other’s white streaked faces. Her forehead, eyebrows and shoulders are patched with white, her baby blues are barely visible. She’s still in my arms as we both dissolve into hysterical laughter. Her laugh is real and it’s perfect. This is the Emma I’ve been wanting to see. I lean in closer, soaking it up, aching to touch my lips to hers. My hand comes up and my thumb brushes her cheek lightly, she leans into my touch. Her lips part and her eyes drop to my mouth. It’s unmistakable now, she definitely wants to kiss me, too. Before I can close the short distance between us, a throat clearing halts me.
       
      Emma’s barely visible cheeks flush pink and she straightens up, pulling out of my arms before she turns around. Jack and mini-Jack are turned around on their knees, on the couch. 
    

    
      “Can’t you get a room 
      after
       you feed us? We’re starving over here,” Jack informs us. He elbows the mini, who nods a little too vigorously. 
      As if he’s never seen two girls covered in flour about to kiss in his kitchen before.
       
    

    
      “Hey, Jack,” I say, pretending to scratch my forehead with my middle finger out. He doesn’t miss it so he winks at me and turns back around. Emma is already dashing around the kitchen with a wet towel, trying to clean up our mess. “Here, Em, give me the towel, I’ll clean this up while you finish cooking.” She nods, not meeting my eyes and hands it over. I watch her wistfully for a few heartbeats. Her fingers start the heat on the griddle and expertly mix the pancakes. When she starts the bacon on the stove in a big frying pan, I turn back to my task.  
    

    
      Just as I am finally done wiping and sweeping every surface clean, a tall man with a thick head of graying hair, steps through the sliding door off to the side of the family room. He’s wearing an armband, jogging shorts, and a sweaty long sleeved blue t-shirt. 
    

    
      “Hey, kids,” he says. He ruffs up Jack’s hai
      r
       as he walks by and then he sees me. “Oh, hello there. You must be Brooke. I’m the dad, call me Dave.” He leans over the counter and stretches his hand over to me and I give it a firm shake. Seeing him up close confirms where Jack got his green eyes and build. Dave doesn’t seem to be phased by my piercings or the tattoos poking out of my sleeves and on my hand, in fact, he maintains his eye contact and cheerful smile.  
    

    
      “That’s me. Nice to meet you. Thank you for letting me crash the family breakfast. You really have a beautiful home,” I say and return the smile.  
    

    
      “Oh, please, the more the merrier. And the house is all Gail’s doing. I think she’s painting in the garage. I’ll send her in to meet you.” He heads around the counter toward the back of the kitchen, passing a long shiny brown table and then he’s out of sight. 
    

    
      I turn back to Emma and watch her flipping pancakes. Naturally, they’re perfectly golden brown. She looks over her shoulder at me and catches me watching her. 
    

    
      “Want to set the table?” she points the spatula toward a cabinet two down from her head. 
    

    
      “On it,” I tell her. I grab a stack of plates and set them on the table. I notice that every chair at the table is different, at least slightly. Some are shorter backed, with more curls in the design and some are taller and more modern in shape but they all have a different colored cushion on them. It’s quirky. 
      I like it
      . “Where’s the silverware?” I ask Emma as I inspect the kitchen’s layout.
    

    
      She points to the drawer below the cabinet that had the plates, this time using a pair of tongs as she pulls bacon from the frying pan and setting them on some paper towels and loading up the pan again. The pan is sizzling like crazy and the bacon smell is making my stomach growl. When the table is set, she instructs me to start cracking eggs into a bowl.
    

    
      “Are you okay with scrambled?” she asks.
    

    
      “It’s the only kind I eat. Mostly because it’s the only kind I can make, but that’s not important.” She smirks at that and moves more pancakes onto a large platter. She lets me help with the arduous task of cooking the eggs. When everything is finished, we bring it all over to the center of the table. 
    

    
      “Looks great, Emma. I can’t wait to eat,” I state honestly. 
    

    
      “Thank you, I couldn’t have done it without your help. High five,” she says and holds up her palm. We high five and I see her glance at the boys. “Want to see something funny?”
    

    
      I look over my shoulder at them still deep in their video game and turn back with a big grin, “Hell yes, I do.” She walks over to the freezer and pulls two half moon ice cubes from within. She uses her ninja skills and sneaks up behind them. I can tell they have no idea what’s coming as she shoves a cube in the back of their shirts. Their reaction is instant, they jump off the couch, all flailing limbs and high pitched screams. Emma collapses to the floor in a fit of laughter. Mini-Jack is hopping around still using his arm to try to shake it out of his shirt but Jack has already gotten his out.
    

    
      “So, breakfast is ready, then?” Jack asks Emma as leans over the back of the couch and glares at her. She is still on the floor holding her stomach. Mini-Jack is finally free of the cube, so he shuts down the game and sets their controllers and headsets on the side table. As he passes around the back of the couch he leans down and offers his hand to help her up. Her laughter dies down as she stares at mini-Jack’s hand skeptically. He still hasn’t said anything but she decides to grab his hand anyway. As he pulls her up, Jack leaps over the couch and sticks his ice cube in the back of her shirt. I crack up as she hops around shaking her shirt out. 
    

    
      “Ah! Cold, cold! Yes, breakfast is ready, you heathens,” she announces. She throws the mostly melted ice cube in the sink and gives me a wink as she passes me to grab the pot of coffee. 
    

    
      “Hey. I’m Thomas,” mini-Jack says to me with a nod. 
    

    
      “I’m Brooke. Nice to meet you.” He follows his dad’s earlier path and hollers that breakfast is ready. Jack grabs a stack of mugs from a cabinet and a jug of orange juice before sitting down at the table. Before anyone else can take a seat, Jack starts shoving pancakes and bacon onto his plate. Emma and I pull off our filthy aprons and she sits down, patting the seat next to her. She looks up at me and smiles.
    

    
      “Sit down, Brooke,” she directs me. So I do. Jack is sitting across the table from Emma and Thomas is sitting across from me, serving himself from the platter of eggs. Dave and Gail join us and I notice that she’s tall but not quite as tall as the boys. She has shoulder length blonde hair with streaks of gray running through it. She’s wearing an oversized button down jean shirt, sleeves rolled up to her elbow. The shirt and her jeans are splattered with paint of every color. Dave looks freshly showered and in a fresh pair of khaki shorts with a blue polo tucked into it. They look so much like a family that a tiny ping of longing echoes through my chest.  
    

    
      “Gail, this here is Brooke,” he says as he indicates me. I wave hello to her. 
    

    
      “Oh, pleasure to have you here Brooke. I’m outnumbered with these boys, so it’s great to have another woman here.” She passes me by and pats my shoulder. She sits on one end of the table, while Dave takes the other.
    

    
      “I like how we’re ‘boys’ yet you three are ‘women’.” Dave mumbles as he brings the fruit bowl closer to his plate. “Injustices,” he mutters as he bites into a pineapple chunk. 
    

    
      “Yeah, what’s that about, Mom? I’m devastated. Do you want to teach your children such blatant chauvinism?” Jack asks her with an anguished look. 
    

    
      “Oh, please! How about this? Eat your breakfast. And when I see you eat some fruit before another piece of bacon, I’ll call you a man.” Gail throws back at him. Jack grabs the bowl of fruit from his dad and pops a grape into his mouth. He suddenly pushes his chair back and knocks it over.
    

    
      “I.. feel.. strange. What is the sensation? It tingles.. Oh my..” He flexes an arm. “I think.. yes, it’s happening.” He flexes both arms. “Mom, say it.”
    

    
      “Oh, sweet lord. Fine, you’re a man now. Can you cut out the theatrics while we have a guest?” She says while laughing. 
    

    
      “Hey, wait, admit I’m one, too,” Dave demands.
    

    
      “You’re all men, I’m sorry I ever mistook you for boys. It’s so clear to me now how wrong I’ve been. Pass me the bowl, Jack, oh manly one,” she says reverently. Jack hands the bowl to Thomas who is rolling his eyes and hands it to his mom. As we eat, the dynamic between them is fascinating to observe. Their love for each other is so evident and Gail and Dave accepted me right away. I watch them all focusing on their plates and I peek over at Emma, but she’s already watching me. I don’t know if she can read the wonder on my face but she reaches her hand under the table and finds mine. She gives it a quick squeeze before returning to her plate. Everyone compliments us on the breakfast and happily chats away. I learn that Thomas is in high school, where Dave coaches football, and is very focused on his alt rock band. He sings, plays guitar, and is teaching himself the keyboard. Gail is an artist of every kind, she paints, she makes pottery, and she carves wood. I ask her about the chairs and she tells me she made them herself and I decide she is probably the coolest person on earth. 
    

    
      They ask me tons of questions about what my interests are and where I’m from and before I know it, I’m spilling information I would never have thought to tell people I just met. They’re not doing it in a nosy way, but I can tell they are genuinely interested in my story. So, I end up sharing with them all about my love for computers and photography. Thomas asks me about the websites I’ve designed and tells me that he loves computers. He wants me to teach him a few tricks. Eventually, they learn that I’m from the south and that I haven’t talked to my family in years. 
    

    
      “Wow, the South. Your family is still there? But you don’t talk to them?” Gail asks me curiously. 
    

    
      “Yeah, as far as I know they are, but no I don’t talk to them.” I inhale deeply and answer what they’re going to ask next. “I was seventeen when I came out. I was secretly dating a girl in my high school and I was madly in love. I knew my parents would be upset, but I thought they loved me enough that they would accept it, at least in time. I was young, the feelings were so intense, raw and beautiful, that I didn’t want to hide them. As it turns out, I was the only one to see it that way, because I came out to them one night and it went... terribly. They were shocked and disgusted and they said horrible things. I packed a bag that night and moved in with my girlfriend. I stayed with her for the last three months of high school, but I felt like I didn’t belong there anymore. I moved on and I haven’t seen them since.” Somewhere in the middle of that, Emma’s hand found mine again and this time, she didn’t let it go. Gail cleared her throat.
    

    
      “I’m so sorry to hear that, Brooke. That must have been very difficult. I don't
       
      understand that reaction, but every parent is different. But still, I imagine they love you very much and miss you. Have you tried reaching out to them again?” Gail asks. Her eyes are kind and I can feel her empathy.
    

    
      “No, I haven’t. I might eventually, but I’m not ready yet. I made a promise to myself when I left home that I would always be true to myself and I wouldn’t hide or be ashamed of who I am. That’s been my focus these past few years,” I share. 
    

    
      “I see.
       
      Well, just so we’re clear, in this house, we believe all love is equal,” Gail says. She looks to Emma when she does and I see the slight nod she gives her. Emma quickly ducks her head, eyes facing her lap. Finally she nods and Gail seems to accept that as some sort of mutual understanding. She changes the subject by asking Jack what movie he picked for today. 
    

    
      “Well, the theme this week seems to be lesbian, so I googled lesbian movies and the first one I found was Imagine Me and You. I checked it out and… well, it looked super boring, so I rented Die Hard instead,” Jack replies, looking happy with himself. That gets a groan from Emma and a fist bump from Thomas. Dave laughs at his son as he stands up.
    

    
      “Well, I’m headed into the office. You crazy kids enjoy the movie. Ladies, thanks again for breakfast.” He goes around the back of the table, pecks Gail on the forehead, and then sets his dishes in the sink as he passes through the kitchen toward the front of the house. I check the time on my phone, it’s a little after nine.
    

    
      “Well, that was another wonderful breakfast. I’m going to head back out to the studio. Just give me a shout if you need anything. Boys.. I mean 
      men
      , you are on dish duty today.” She gives them a stern look that really isn’t very stern at all. I can tell that they get away with just about anything with her. But they nod and let her kiss their cheeks as she crosses behind them. Emma pushes back from the table, letting my hand go and picking up her plate.
    

    
      “Are you finished?” she asks pointing to my plate.
    

    
      “Yeah, but I got it.” I follow her lead as she sets hers in the sink. She hooks her arm around mine and drags me to the couches. She gets the t.v. and movie ready before sitting next to me.
    

    
      “You okay?” she asks quietly. 
    

    
      “Yeah, this has been great, really. Sorry for the overshare, though.”
    

    
      “No, don’t be. I like how open you are. I am sorry about your parents,” she says, her face full of concern.  
    

    
      “It’s alright. It happens. Sadly, I’ve talked to so many people that have faced the same reactions I have. It hurts, but I can’t change who I am and, honestly, I don’t want to.” She nods and I realize how close she’s sitting. Something else is on my mind, so I face her and my heart starts pounding against my ribcage. 
      Here goes
      . “Would you go on a date with me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    





    
      
    

    
      7
    

    
      
    

    
      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
      “Would you go on a date with me?” Brooke asks me as we sit on the couch. 
    

    
      I can hear the Jack and Tommy moaning and groaning about having to do the dishes in the dining room. My palms are sweaty and I want to say yes to her. I do. But I’ve never even been on a date, I’ve never let myself pretend I could. I definitely never considered I would be dating a girl. Just that thought alone sends a thrill through me. Besides, I just never take nights off. When I’m not at work, I’m reading textbooks and finishing papers. It’s not financially responsible to take time off work; I have bills and I’m trying so hard to save money for my dream restaurant. Still, I really like Brooke. Would one date really throw my entire plan off track? It’s just a date. 
    

    
      “Yes. I would love to,” I finally answer with a smile. “But first, you really need a shower. You have flour all over you,” I point out with a snicker.
    

    
      “Me? You should see yourself!” She counters. I get up and head into the half bath tucked under the stairs. When I flip on the light and see myself, I gasp in horror. There is flour all over my hair, forehead, cheeks, and eyelashes. Plus a ton clinging to the frizz that is my hair. I step back out and cross my arms at the elbows..
    

    
      “How could you let me eat breakfast like this? Why didn’t anyone say anything? I look like an albino mouse!” I exclaim in dismay.  
    

    
      “A very adorable albino mouse. Really, you just looked too cute like that. Can you wear that all the time? Can you go on our date like that? It’s really working for me.” She’s laughing at me again as she gets up and comes into the bathroom. Her wicked smile drops when she sees herself in the mirror. “Oh my word, my hair. Look at this… I think it mixed with my gel and made plaster!” 
    

    
      I laugh at her horror and I grab two towels from the linen closet. While Jack and Tom do the dishes, we try to clean ourselves up. I’ll look presentable enough for work, at least. My hair is probably going to need three washes to get the flour detached from my scalp though. I do believe I’ll think twice before starting a food fight with Brooke again. She’s vicious.
    

    
      We’re settling back onto the couch when Jack and Tom join us for the movie. Sadly, I won’t get to watch all of it because I need to leave for work. It occurs to me that I’ll miss Brooke. She makes me feel things, excitingly alive yet comfortable, and that comfort makes me feel bolder somehow, braver. It’s a weird mix I don’t fully understand, but it’s highly addictive. 
    

    
      Jack draws the shades on the window before flopping down on the couch next to me. Tom stretches out on the loveseat. We’ve done this hundreds of times, it’s all familiar. But my racing pulse is a clear indication that I’ve never done it sitting next to a beautiful woman. Definitely not one who has just asked me out. 
      One I really like
      . I’m at a loss for how to act. I can’t just nonchalantly sit inches away from her. With a quiet exhale, I embrace my newfound boldness. I steadily slide my hand across the soft brown couch, toward the hand resting on her thigh. Immediately, her fingers thread through my own, as if she was waiting for me. She leans a little closer, her shoulder just touching mine. All of my senses are overwhelmed by her proximity, the soft warmth of her hand, her intoxicating vanilla scent, and the sound of her shallow breathing. I try to commit everything about this moment to memory. 
    

    
      A half hour passes by and I have no idea what’s going on in the movie. Which is just fine, considering this is about the tenth time Jack has picked it. Really, my attention has been elsewhere. I’ve
       
      been watching Brooke out of the corner of my eye while simultaneously willing my arm not to move. I don’t want it to even flinch, lest she take that as a sign that I want to stop holding her hand. Which is not the case at all. My fingers are a bit numb but I don’t even care. 
      I’m holding her freaking hand
      . I am holding a girl’s hand like it’s no big deal. 
      And it’s awesome
      . I’ve never held anyone’s hand like this. It's
       
      more than a big deal, it’s amazing. Other thoughts, new and different thoughts, have started to creep in, too. An alarming urge to nuzzle her takes over and I barely stop myself from leaning over to assault her neck with my nose. I don’t know where those thoughts came from. I’ve never been an affectionate person. I eventually force my eyes away from her smooth skin and my heart hammers loud enough to hear over Bruce Willis. Nobody looks at me though and I finally calm myself down. I don’t have the nerve to look at Jack and see if he has been picking up on the madness that’s taking place inside my head. 
    

    
      About ten minutes before eleven, I lean over and whisper to her that I’ve got to go soon. She shivers and stands up, pulling my arm with her. Tom is fast asleep on the couch, as usual. When Jack sees us get up, he pauses the movie. 
    

    
      “Bye, Ems. See you Tuesday, Brooke. Thanks for coming today,” he says. He waves at us and stretches his long legs out on the now empty cushions before unpausing the movie. 
    

    
      I grab my bag from by the door and Brooke walks me down the driveway. As we approach my car, I start to get nervous about how to say bye to her, but she bypasses any potential weirdness and just wraps her arms around me in a hug. I can’t remember the last time I was hugged. I made it pretty clear to Jack and his family early on that I don’t like to be touched. But with her, I just want it more than anything. So I let myself hug her back, letting my cheek rest against her shoulder. 
    

    
      “Will you call me tonight after work so we can work out the details of our date?” She asks, stepping back.
    

    
      “Yeah, for sure,” I reply, tucking a stray hair behind my ear. “Is eleven too late to call?”
    

    
      “Nope, not at all. Have a good day at work, Emma.”
    

    
      “Thanks. Bye, Brooke.” I get into my car and she watches me pull out of the driveway and start down the street. In my rearview, I see her stepping into a black jeep with big tires and I smile. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      The lunch rush goes by in a blur of Brooke. I keep thinking about her face, the curve of her lips as she smiles. The sound of her laugh. For the first time in my life, I want to stand still and just picture all of those things over and over again. I hear the bell dinging and I know food is up, so I shake myself and try to focus on work. The lull in between lunch and dinner gives me a few more things to fantasize about, like what our date is going to be like, where we will go, what she likes to do. When I finally get to turn the neon OPEN sign off at ten, I am elated. I don’t have anymore tables, even though
       
      Bonnie still has one on her side, so I get to work cleaning the rest as fast as possible. Both busboys have done an excellent job with the dishes tonight, so all that’s left is to sweep and mop. When I finish that, I tip out the boys and say goodnight to Joe as I toss my apron in the wash pile. He kisses my cheek and tells me he’ll see me tomorrow. When I get to my car, I pull out my phone from my bag and click on her name in the contact list. I mentally check for nervousness and don’t find any, only eagerness. She answers after four rings.
    

    
      “Hey, you. How was work?” Her voice over the phone so close to my ear gives me goosebumps. I lean back into my seat and smile.
    

    
      “It was good. Busy days go by faster than slow days. How was your day?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that makes sense. My day was alright. I caught up on some homework. And I thought about you, alot. So what nights do you have free?” She asks jovially. I have to swallow the sudden dryness in my mouth. 
      She thought about me
      . 
      Alot.
    

    
        “Well, on Sundays, I get off at four. Weeknights are a little harder to work with because I use them for school work. I don’t think ‘study date’ is what you had in mind. Would Sunday be okay for your schedule?” 
    

    
      “Actually, study dates sound pretty awesome if they’re with you. But yeah, Sundays work for me. Is tomorrow too soon?” Brooke asks. I laugh a little at her enthusiastic tone.
    

    
      “No, tomorrow is great. I can meet you.” I tell her. “Where do you want to go?” 
    

    
      “How about you let me pick you up at work and I surprise you with the rest?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Okay, that’s works for me.”
    

    
      “Perfect.” She murmurs.
       
      “This morning was really fun. I like your laugh.”
    

    
      “I like your laugh more. I’m really glad you came,” I assure her. 
    

    
      “Me too. It’s late, you want me to let you go?” She asks.
    

    
      “No. I also like your voice. Can we still ask questions to get to know each other?” I inquire.
    

    
      “Sure, whatcha got?”
    

    
      “Of all the places you’ve been, where was your favorite?” 
    

    
      “Wow, you don’t make these easy,” she sighs. “Redwood National Park. It’s so beautiful. I got some amazing photos there. Nothing prepares you for the inherent majesty of it all.”
    

    
      “I bet it was incredible. It’s on my list,” I remark.
    

    
      “You have a list? Where else is on the list?” Brooke asks with surprise.
    

    
      “Basically everywhere. I’d love to see the whole world. But first, Italy. I want to see it and taste it for myself.” 
    

    
      “That makes sense. Italy is on my list, too, my very extensive list. I want to photograph all of that history.”
    

    
      “Have you never been out of the states before?” I ask with disbelief. She seems so well-traveled. 
    

    
      “No, not yet,” she hesitates as if she’s going to say more on that subject, but she changes it. “If you were stranded on a deserted island and could have two things, what would you pick?”
    

    
      “Can I say a boat with an expensive navigational system and endless supply of fuel?”
    

    
      “No! That defeats the point of the question,” she admonishes. 
    

    
      “Oh, I see. I didn’t realize there was an actual point,” I tease. “Fine then, I would bring a spile and a machete.”
    

    
      “Those are pretty good picks. I would have guessed you were going to pick sunblock and a frying pan,” she says with a laugh.
    

    
      “Ha ha. I get it. The Pale Chef. That will be the name of my cooking show. I’ll be famous,” I say sarcastically.
    

    
      “I’d watch it. If you start now, you can train me to be your sous chef.”
    

    
      “No way, you’ll steal the spotlight, you’re too pretty.”
    

    
      “You think I’m pretty?” She asks playfully.
    

    
      “Yes, Brooke. Of course I do. You’re gorgeous. You’ll have to get your own show.”
    

    
      “Aww. I think the same about you. And I don’t want my own show. I could boost your ratings with my hotness.”
    

    
      “Okay, okay. You can be on my show,” I say in defeat.
    

    
      “Yes!” She exclaims triumphantly.
    

    
      “You’re a major dork.”     
       
    

    
      “I’m aware.”
    

    
      “Good,” I say. “So, as much as I like your voice, I better get home and do some homework.”
    

    
       “Alright, thank you for calling. See you tomorrow. Goodnight, Emma.”
    

    
      “See you tomorrow. Goodnight, Brooke.” I wait to hear her hang up before I press end. I smile at the windshield and turn the key in the ignition. Before I put my seatbelt on I pull my cash tips from tonight from my bag and take out a third of it. I reach under my seat and pull the duct tape off the concealed pencil bag under there. I shove the third into the pencil bag, zip it up, and replace the tape over it. When I’m certain it’s secure, I click my seat belt into place. Brooke is still on my mind as I drive home. 
      I can’t wait to see her tomorrow for our first date.
       
    

    
      When I pull into the driveway, I see the light is still on in the living room. Sometimes, Uncle Robert has a few of his work buddies over. There are no other cars in the driveway now though, so they must have already gone for the night. The usual sense of dread kicks up as I push the car into park. I do my best to ignore it and grab my bag, double checking the locks on my doors. As I reach the front door, my pulse pounds. The worst part is not knowing exactly what I will be walking into. Though I expect it, how it happens is always slightly different. I hate surprises. I push open the door and I immediately realize he’s been waiting for me when I feel his wooden cane hit between my shoulders blades. Probably because I’m home later than normal. He shuts the door with a bang as I stumble into the wall, my back ablaze. He turns me around and I can smell the alcohol on his breath as he leans in close to my face.
    

    
      “Give it to me, you worthless shit,” he shouts gruffly. He emphasizes it with a fist to the stomach. I gasp and fall to the floor. I hold my stomach with one hand as I pull my bag closer to me. I pull out the wad of cash and push it into his waiting hands. He snatches it, as if I’ll try to take it back, and hobbles past me. I watch him as he attempts to count it, but he’s far too drunk and just shoves it in his jeans’ pocket. He settles back down on the recliner. “It better be enough. You’re a pathetic human being, get outta my sight.” 
    

    
      I don’t say anything, just nod in agreement. I roll myself to my knees with all the effort I can muster. I can barely breathe, but I force my legs to work, managing to stand. Still hunched over, my stomach hurting too much to do more than that, I use my shoulder and the wall to guide me to my room. Once inside, I close the door quietly and lock it. I push my chair in front of the door just in case. 
    

    
      I collapse to the floor and wait for the fire in my spine to ebb. Time passes, I don’t know how much, before I attempt to sit up. My stomach and back are tender enough to pull gasps from me as I struggle into pajamas. Breathing heavily, I listen at the door carefully. I can’t hear over my breathing, so I get myself under control before opening it quietly. I tiptoe down the hallway, staying flat against the cold white wall, I peek out. He’s asleep in his recliner. I delicately walk back, this time to the bathroom where I brush my teeth and wash my face. After returning to my room and replacing the lock and chair, I climb into bed with my phone. I turn it on to check my alarm for the morning and see that I have a text from Brooke. 
    

    
      Can’t wait for our date tomorrow.
    

    
      It came in nearly thirty minutes ago, so I decide not to text her back in case she’s already asleep. I set my alarm and bring my phone close to face. My thoughts are of Brooke as my eyes flutter closed and sleep overtakes me. 
    

    
       
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      The vibration of my alarm wakes me. It’s only been a few hours since I fell asleep, but I want to take a shower without any issues. 
      I have a date tonight
      . Holding on to that happy thought, I try to sit up. My muscles are tense and my back screams at me, but I manage to make it to my dresser. I pick out my usual work outfit but then hesitate. Maybe I should bring something different to wear for the date. 
      Something that doesn’t smell like garlic and sweat, preferably
      . Jack’s mom gave up a few years ago on getting me to dress girly, but she has gifted me with a few outfits over time that I would never ordinarily wear. I have only pulled them out for holidays. I glance to my closet. Somewhere in there is a long, soft cotton maxi dress that I haven’t worn yet. It’s a pretty floral print with a cinch at the waist and a gentle flowing fit that just reaches my feet. I tried it on once, when Gail first gave it to me, but when I realized how much of my shoulders and back the spaghetti straps left exposed, I quickly put it in the back of the closet. I think about the possibility, probability, of a bruise on my back and decide that now is not the time. Instead, I pick out my nicest pair of black pants and a soft gray sweater from my drawer and put them, carefully folded
      , 
      in my bag.
    

    
      I move my chair away from the door and listen closely. When I ease the door open, I can hear my uncle’s snores coming from the living room. I dart across to the bathroom. Gently, I remove my pajamas and inspect my stomach and back. My stomach has no marks as usual, but my back is a different story. It’s a dark red color, splotched over my upper back from shoulder to shoulder. Glad I decided against the dress, I get in the shower and attempt to get every speck of lingering flour off my scalp. It takes a rinse and repeat before I’m satisfied. 
    

    
      When I’m all dressed, I grab my bag and my school work and tread carefully down the hallway. I make sure Uncle Robert is sound asleep before sneaking past him to the front door. I shut it as gently as I can behind me and exhale forcefully when I’m finally in my car. I have a few hours until anyone will be at work, so I drive to a coffee place in town. It’s farther away, but it opens super early, even on Sundays. Coffee sounds so good. 
      So, sooo good
      . I park at the Java Hut, grab my stuff, and hurry inside. 
    

    
      One very tired-looking guy is behind the counter and he doesn’t even bother to say anything, he just gives me a wave as I open the glass door. I have my trusty mug tucked inside my bag, but they don’t do discounted refills for school cups, so it remains there as I order the largest size coffee and a bowl of oatmeal. When it’s ready, I take my order and sit into a booth in the back of the seating area so I can sit with my back to the wall. I pour my coffee into my mug and take a few sips. I spread out my two textbooks and my spiral notebook and start rereading my notes as I eat my oatmeal. I resurface to stretch, go to the bathroom, and get a coffee refill around seven. I’ve made great progress reading my assigned chapters and taking notes, but there’s still more to be done in case I don’t get the chance tonight. With a fresh, hot cup, I get back to work. 
    

    
      An hour later, my mind is energized from the caffeine but I can’t read another sentence with my body so sore. I pack away my things and stretch gingerly as I walk back to my car. I still have time, so I drive through town to the big pond about ten minutes away. It’s one of the more peaceful and pretty spots around. It has a jogging trail around it and sturdy wooden benches. To the far right of it is an area with grills and picnic benches under a big pavilion. Later on this afternoon, there will be kids running around throwing frisbees in the grass, dads grilling hotdogs, and at least one birthday party. But for now, it’s quiet and tranquil. I pull into the deserted parking lot and find my usual spot. I brush the leaves off my favorite bench before taking a seat across from the pavillon. I pull out my phone and reread Brooke’s message from last night. My heart rate picks up a little just thinking about her. It’s still early, but I want to send her a reply so she doesn’t think I’m ignoring her. 
    

    
      Me too. Also, good morning.
    

    
      I set my phone on the bench next to me and stare out at the pond. I can hear the bugs buzzing at the edges of it and I watch as a lone mallard glides across the surface of the water. The ripples cause the glittering reflection of the sun to scatter in a million different directions. It’s beautiful. The duck’s head darts under the surface as I watch. There are tall trees surrounding the water with only the asphalt jogging trail between them. I see an adorable dark gray bunny hop out from the trees, pause and then hop straight back in. The jogger coming around the bend must have startled it. The buzz against the hard wood jolts me from my observations. I snatch it, hoping to see a response from Brooke.
    

    
      Good morning, beautiful. It’s so early... why are you awake?
       
      She texts. My stomach flutters over the word beautiful. It takes me a full minute and many rereadings before I remember to reply.
    

    
      No rest for the wicked. Did I wake you, sleeping beauty? 
      I tease her. 
    

    
      Wasn’t she woken up by a kiss? I like the sound of that. You seem more princess than ‘wicked’ though. If you’re not getting rest, it might be because of that damned pea.
       
      She jokes back. My cheeks heat at the image of kissing her awake and the beating of feet on pavement alert me to the jogger’s approach. I nod as he jogs right on by, I don’t see if he nods back because I am already working on a reply.
    

    
      Noted, checking for peas now. I should have pegged you for a fairytale lover. 
      I type out quickly.
       
    

    
      What can I say, I have a thing for princesses. They’re hot.
       
      A startled laugh escapes me. I’ve really never met anyone like her. 
    

    
      Well, enough said then. I’ll definitely remember that. I’m heading to work shortly, I’ll see you around 4?    
    

    
      You bet you will. Hope you have a good day, Em.
    

    
      Thanks you too, B.
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      Brooke
    

    
              
    

    
      Longest. Day. Ever. It’s still only three and I’ve been counting down the seconds until I can finally go see Emma. I tried to distract myself by going over to In Bloom and showing Barbara the new site and how she will receive her online orders. It might be antiquated, but I wanted to bring Emma a flower for our first date. I can only assume that, since she’s never been involved with someone, she has never been given flowers as a romantic gesture. I had no idea which ones sent the right message as I didn’t want it to come across as corny or trying too hard. Barbara gave me a brief tutorial and I was drawn immediately to the cornflower: the beautiful blue reminded me of Emma’s eyes and Barbara said that it often symbolized friendship and its color calmed worries and expressed a sentiment of ‘be gentle with me’. Those were all things I wanted Emma to know, that I wanted her friendship and that I would treat her with care. I picked a single flower, for simplicity’s sake, and Barbara insisted it was on the house before wishing me luck with my date.
    

    
      I’ve been home and sitting on my couch for the last half hour, staring blankly at my text book. I fall back and hang my feet over the arm of my faux-leather, black couch. With a glance over at the flower sitting on my coffee table in a glass of water, I sigh. My nerves are going crazy and this waiting just isn’t helping. I roll myself off the couch and decide to go check on my makeup and triple check my outfit: a black, thigh-length dress with a white peter pan collar and short sleeves. I debated wearing thigh highs, but decided I’d rather Emma get a full view of the tattoos on my legs so she knows what she’s getting into. My black boots complete the outfit and I try not to think about it much more. I’m just flicking off the bathroom light when I hear my phone ringing. I run down the hallway and swipe it from the coffee table, barely registering that it reads ‘Emma’.
    

    
      “Hello?” I answer, taking a deep breath.
    

    
      “Hey, Brooke, it’s Emma. I’m getting off work early, it was super slow today. So I thought maybe you’d want to meet somewhere or something?”
    

    
      “Oh, hey. That’s great,” I say. “You live a few streets from Jack right? Why don’t you send me your address and I’ll pick you up from your house?”
    

    
      “Umm. Okay, that’s fine. I’ll meet you outside in…?” She trails off and I realize she’s asking me.
    

    
      “Oh, how about ten minutes?” I venture.
    

    
      “Perfect, see you then. Bye,” she says before hanging up.
    

    
      “Bye,” I mimic, heart racing.
       I’m going to pick her up for our first date! 
      I look around for my keys and my bag and grab them off the floor by the front door. I’m just opening the door when I rush back over and grab the flower. As I get to my car, I hear my phone get a text, so I open it and put her address into my gps. 
    

    
      When I turn down her street I keep my eyes to the right side of the road, looking at the even numbered houses. I lose the ability to breathe when I spot her leaning against her trunk at the end of a cement driveway. She waves to me and I steer the jeep up
       
      next to her. 
    

    
      “Hey!” I say as I hop out of the car and move toward her. 
    

    
      “Hi,” she says in return and steps into my open arms for a hug. She lays her head on my shoulder for a second and I can feel my heart swell as it does each time she’s near. 
    

    
      “Are you aware it’s customary for the dater to open the car door for the datee?” I ask as I hold her tightly, soaking in her warmth and the fresh scent of her hair. 
    

    
      “I was not aware. Please proceed.” She steps out of the hug waves a hand at the car. I walk around to the passenger side and open the door for her with a bow. She grins at me and climbs into the seat. When I get back on my side, I notice she’s holding the flower I left on the console. She brings it closes and inhales. “For me?” She asks me, her big blue eyes searching my face.
    

    
      “Yes, another custom. Look at you, getting the hang of this dating thing.” I pause. “And it’s just as I thought,” I say as she sits before me. The blue of the flower is a perfect match for her eyes.
    

    
      “What is?” She asks me in a whisper. 
    

    
      “You’re more beautiful than any flower,” I say with real wonder in my voice. Her mouth falls open the tiniest bit and blush steals over her face. Her eyes drop to her black pants, so I give her time to recover by putting the jeep in reverse and making my way toward our first destination. She’s still quiet at the first red light so I peak over, hoping the gesture wasn’t too much. But she’s still holding the flower carefully in her hands close to her nose, strands of her waves escaping her ponytail and a tiny smile playing on her lips. 
      She doesn’t appear to be freaking out.
       
    

    
      “So, how was work today?” I ask her, mostly just to hear her voice again.
    

    
      “It was pretty normal apart from being abnormally quiet. How was your day?” 
    

    
      “Good. Finished up a project for a client,” I say. I give her a brief recap of Barbara and the work I did for her. 
    

    
      “Wow, that sounds amazing. I’ll have to visit the site later to check out your talents,” she says with genuine interest. 
    

    
      “That isn’t my only talent…” I retort, waggling my eyebrows in exaggerated flirtation. 
    

    
      “Ahem. Noted. So what are we doing for our date?” She asks through another blush. I waggle my eyebrows suggestively again in response and she laughs. 
    

    
      “Nah. I can’t tell you yet. But we’re almost to our first secret destination.”
    

    
      After a few more lights, I finally pull into the parking lot of Mystic Mini Golf and peek over at her. Her lips are parted and she’s leaning forward in her seat to take in the giant red dragon atop a mountain and a waterfall. Her face lights up with excitement and she turns to me.
    

    
      “Mini golf?” She says with childish excitement. 
      Adorable.
       
    

    
      “Yes. Have you never been here before?” She shakes her head and leaps out of her door.  When I come around to her side of the car she’s bouncing on her toes, her hair swinging behind her. Her eyes are glittering and I’m silently high-fiving myself for my excellent idea. I grab her hand into mine and start pulling her toward the building. As I pay for our game, I send her over to pick out a club and golf ball. There’s a rainbow of colors to choose from and I’m curious to see what color she’ll pick. She surprises me when she grabs a yellow set. I grab a black set, of course. She sticks a score card and a tiny pencil in her back pocket before we push out of the doors.  
    

    
      We follow the signs for Hole 1 through a narrow walkway with an overhanging canopy of trees. The sun is shining through the leaves as they rustle in the wind, creating moving patterns of light all over Emma and the dirt path. The trail winds around and opens up in front of a stone well. 
    

    
      “This is so freaking cool,” she exclaims, looking around taking in the dense trees. She follows the green around the well and finds the small hill that leads to the actual hole. 
    

    
      “Yeah, it is. Have you ever played before?”
    

    
      “Nope. Can you tell me what to do?”
    

    
      “Better, I can show you. Watch the master.” I drop my bag on the ground, place my ball on the thick rubber square, line up the club, and swing. The ball ricochets off the side of the well and back towards me and I have to dive out of the way before it hits me. Emma squeals with laughter while I try to recover. “Holy shit, did you see that.. I almost died. Fucking rogue ball.” 
    

    
      “Oh man, are you okay, Golfmaster?” She asks through tears. She uses one of her palms to wipe her cheeks and tries to control her laughter.  
    

    
      “Hilarious. Never better!” I walk off in search of my ball. I find it among the leaves at the end of the walkway. “Aha! Got it.” When I turn back around, Emma is watching me… dare I say, checking me out? Her eyes were on my legs and I got the feeling she wanted to see more of them. I grin at her and hold up the demon ball. 
    

    
      “So… uh.” She clears her throat. “I like your dress.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” I reply, beaming at her compliment. 
    

    
      “Redo?” 
    

    
      “Nah, I think I’ve instructed you well, Grasshopper. You’re up.” I indicate the rubber pad.
    

    
      “Ah yes, the Art of Showing-Me-What-Not-To-Do. A popular and well-reputed instructional method.” She places her ball, sets her feet apart and swings her club. A lot gentler than I did, to be honest. Her ball goes around the well, hits the low brick wall that outlines the area and bounces off. It rolls gently down the slope before coming to a stop about a foot to the left of the hole. She whoops in delight and turns to me. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Master.” Then she puts her palms together and bows deeply. 
    

    
      “Well done, young Grasshopper.” I bow back at her. She skips off down the hill to her ball and waits for me to go. I set up again and this time I make it passed the well and down the hill where it stops inches from the hole. She takes her turn and makes it and I do the same. Then we come to a beautiful wooden bridge, about ten feet across, with a crystal clear stream crossing gently below it. The trees here are thin but lofty. 
    

    
      “It’s so pretty,” Emma breathes. She starts across and I’m walking just behind her.
    

    
      “Very. So, is yellow your favorite color?” She turns her head over her shoulder.
    

    
      “Yes. Good observation. Is black yours?” 
    

    
      “It’s one of them. Cornflower blue is really growing on me though. When’s your birthday?”
    

    
      “December 1st, yours?” 
    

    
      “April 9th. So you’ll be twenty in just under three months?” She nods and steps off the bridge.
    

    
      “And you’re twenty-two? Jack mentioned.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Good ole Jack.” We follow another dirt trail toward Hole 2. The trail turns into a garden with a wide array of colorful wildflowers with a plethora of garden gnomes peeking through. The hole is below a large, jolly gnome that has it’s hands on it’s hips. I pull my phone from my bag and make Emma stand by the big gnome so I can get a picture. I’m kicking myself for not bringing my real camera, but the phone will do. I get a shot of her hugging the gnome and a few other candid ones. We each take our turns and get it in three shots. 
    

    
      “So, do you have any siblings?” she asks me as we trek up a steep hill to the next hole. 
    

    
      “I do. I have an older brother and sister. I’m the baby.” 
    

    
      “And you haven’t talked to them in a few years?” 
    

    
      “No. I was close with my brother before going out on my own, but he hasn’t reached out to me. My sister sent me an email after I came out. She blamed me for my parents’ grief and told me that her church would help me work through my issues.” The church was always a big part of my mom and my sister’s bond. They went every Sunday together. “I tried to clarify in my response that I didn't have some sinful affliction that she could pray away, that I never had a choice in the way I am, that I was still a good, moral person. I think it fell on deaf ears though, she never responded.” 
    

    
      “That sounds awful, Brooke. I wish it had happened differently. Maybe in time, they’ll understand… or accept you for who you are.” Emma wraps an arm around my waist as we go to the next part, walking side by side. 
    

    
      “They might, but I’ve accepted who they are and I’ve accepted myself. Which means, I am pretty content. And at this very moment my life is pretty amazing.” I give her a meaningful look as we step up to Hole 3, which is an elaborate fairy glen. There are more colorful flowers and a large tree that has tiny homes attached to it. Fairy statues line the U shape and there is a small waterhole in the middle. Naturally, I hit my ball in it. Emma and I manage to fish it out with our golf clubs after ten minutes of planning, strategy, improvised chopsticking and much laughter. 
    

    
      Over the next thirteen holes, we share a lot more about ourselves with each other. I take a lot of pictures of Emma. She managed to climb up on a huge stone unicorn and I made her put her hair down. When I started to shout out expressions at her, she played along and nailed all of them. We were sad to leave it at Hole 6. We got some pictures together when we got to the hole with gargoyles, trying to mimic their whole “horrifying visage” thing. I even got some of us sitting inside the large witch’s cauldron at Hole 10. 
    

    
      
    

    
              “So, he just took you outside and threw you in the pool?” I ask with amazement. We’ve been swapping stories and she just told me one about Jack.
    

    
      “Yup. It was the first time I realized he was a sore loser, at least with board games. I couldn’t help it if it was the sixth time in a row that he landed on Park Place and I had just put a hotel on it. We were mad at each other for four days. It was the longest we’ve ever gone without talking. Of course, he didn’t know at the time that I had no idea how to swim. To apologize, he showed up on the sidewalk with a bathing suit and coupon he made with markers that said Free Swimming Lessons.”
    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re still friends with him. So he taught you to swim when you were thirteen? How come you didn’t already know how?”
    

    
      “Well, it was just me and my mom. She worked a lot and we never got around to it before… before she passed.”
    

    
      “So, you don’t have any other family except your uncle?”
    

    
      “No, my mom’s mom was still alive when I was a kid, but I never got to meet her.”
    

    
      “How come?”
    

    
      “I don’t know really. My mom just kept telling me anytime I asked, that they didn’t get along. She never said more. But when you never know someone, you don’t really miss them. Do you have grandparents?”
    

    
      “No, both sets are long gone. My folks were in their late forties when they had me, only one grandma was still alive when I was born but she died when I was five and I don’t remember her much.”
    

    
      “So, do you like to swim?” Emma asks as she makes her ball into the hole on her fourth swing.
       
    

    
      “I love it and I love the beach. I haven’t made the drive from here to the Atlantic yet. I’ve gone in the Gulf of Mexico and too many lakes to name.”
    

    
      “Oh wow, I’ve never been to the beach. I’m beginning to realize just how much there is to the world. And how much I want to see of it.” She looks a bit poleaxed by that thought, as if she never before considered the possibility of seeing the world for herself.  
    

    
      “Well, hey, now we can cross mini golf off the list, right?” I give her a little push with my shoulder.
    

    
      “Definitely,” she says with a toothy grin and little push back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As we come around a wall of trees we are greeted by a waterfall and the mountain where the fierce-looking dragon sits. At the bottom of the mountain rests a large wooden treasure chest filled to the brim with fake jewels and gold coins. The waterfall is creating a misty breeze with a slightly chlorinated scent. Emma leans over the ropes to see the water falling into a small pool with more glittering treasures at the bottom. The hole requires getting the ball into the bottom of the treasure chest where it will disappear, but you have to navigate a assortment of the mythical creatures from the other holes first. Sadly, It takes us at least ten puts each to finish because we keep making ridiculous jokes just as the other goes to swing. Which turns into fits of laughter and wild accusations about moral integrity. It’s awesome.
    

    
      I hold her hand as we walk back to the jeep and I marvel at how her hand fits so naturally, perfectly  into my own. For the last two hours I have had so much fun with her. I can’t remember ever laughing that hard. Honestly, all I can really think about is how I’ve never wanted to kiss someone so much in my life. But with a few near-kisses and misses, I’m waiting for the right moment. It will be our first kiss and it should be perfect, even if I have to fight every cell in my body waiting for it.
    

    
      As I open the door for her, she pauses and steps closer and, for a second, I wonder if I accidently just said that out loud. Instead of kissing me though, she wraps her arms around me and hugs me tightly. “Thank you so much. That was amazing. My favorite first date ever.” 
    

    
      “I agree. It 
      was
       amazing, but it’s not over yet. Are you hungry?”  
    

    
      “Really? Yes, I’m hungry,” she says with interest. 
    

    
      “Me too.” 
      She has no idea.
    

    
      ...
    

    
      
    

    
      “Holy crap! Teppanyaki! Are you serious?” Emma exclaims as we park in front of the Japanese steakhouse, Kohan Teppanyaki. “I have always wanted to eat here!” She’s doing that adorable bouncing in excitement thing again.
    

    
      “I was hoping you’d say that,” I tell her.
    

    
      Sunday nights at six o’clock don’t seem to be too busy so we are seated right away. Emma’s eyes widen as she takes in the indoor koi pond, the authentic decor, and the large flat surface of the grill. She’s scoots into the center of the rectangular booth with a big grin.
    

    
      “You are officially the best.” She picks up the menu and starts reading it intently. Her excitement is contagious and my cheeks are starting to go numb with all the smiling. This is the best date I’ve been on, ever. I wanted to see her silly side with the miniature golf. I haven’t known her for long, but I can already tell that she works too hard. I’ve witnessed little bits of her playfulness with Jack and since I heard her laugh, I’ve been craving it. More than that, I wanted to be the one that made it happen. With her seated next to me, all excitement and bubbling joy, I want more than anything to keep her this happy. Then we started talking about places we want to see some, and I realized how much I wanted to be the one to take her around the whole world, to show her all of it. I mentally pictured it, photographing her beautiful face in every country. 
      Whoa girl. I’m planning our entire future and this is just her first date… ever. 
      I quickly pick up my menu and start trying to concentrate on what to order. 
    

    
      “Man, how am I going to pick just one thing?” Emma asks, mostly to herself. Her bottom lips is between her teeth as she debates internally. 
      Does she have to do everything so adorably?
        
    

    
      “How about we share a few things?” I suggest. 
    

    
      “Really? You don’t mind?” She asks with raised eyebrows. 
    

    
      “Of course not. Which ones sound good to you?” She points out over ten things she really wants, which makes me chuckle. She really, really likes food. Eventually, we decide to try the vegetable tempura, miso soup, teppan shrimp and strip, fried rice, and teriyaki chicken. Our chef ends up being very impressive, as we watch him flip shrimp into his pocket and his hat, halve an egg in midair, and conjure flame from a onion volcano. When he realizes it’s Emma’s first time here, he brings out his A-game to make it really fun for her. He even attempted to fling shrimp into her mouth, which she tried to take seriously but she giggled too hard to actually catch any. I kept finding myself more and more captivated by her easy laugh and her bright eyes. We both ate off each other’s plates until near bursting. Everything was so, so good. Watching Emma taste and appreciate the food added to the experience. We had to help each other out of the booth.  
    

    
      It’s dark outside as we step out of the warm restaurant into the cool night air. I peer up at the stars twinkling overhead and when I see Emma looking at me, I smile down at her. She wraps her fingers in mine as we walk quietly to the passenger side. She has to walk in front of me to get between the car parked next to mine so I let go of her hand and wrap my arms around her from behind. “Hang on. Will you wish on a star with me?” I ask her in a whisper in her ear. She nods. She rests the back of her head against my chest and gazes at the stars. Holding her close to me, I look up again and study as many as I can see. All of them are beautiful and mesmerizing, but I find the one I want to wish upon. 
      I wish...I wish to keep her. For as long as I can.  
      Minutes pass before she turns around to face me. I want to ask her what she wished for but I won’t. Instead, I bring my palm to her cheek and ask her what I need to know. 
    

    
      “Emma, can I kiss you now?” 
    

    
      She searches my eyes, pinning me in place. She’s looking at me with such intensity, like she’s seeing straight into my depths seeking answers to unasked questions. When her eyes finally fall to my mouth, I know she found whatever answer she needed. As she closes the distance between our lips, my stomach somersaults wildly. My eyes close and I let the sensations overwhelm me. The gentle pressure of her warm lips against mine is far more heavenly than all the stars in the sky. Her hands find my hips and she steps closer into me. Time passes, it could be years or seconds for all I know. The world has ceased to exist as our mouths delicately embrace. But when her lips part ever so slightly, a wave of heat rushes through me and all thoughts of delicacy vacate. I try to keep my urgency at bay but the tip of my tongue briefly touches her lips and her gasp ignites every nerve in my body. When her own tongue runs across my bottom lip, my knees weaken and I bring mine to meet hers. The sensual union sends fireworks shooting through me. I don’t know how long we would have stayed in each other’s arms if the car next to us hadn’t clicked loudly as it’s owner unlocked it with a flash of lights, startling us apart. 
    

    
      Her chest is heaving hard as she stands before me and her eyes… 
      oh, god, her eyes
      . They’re dangerously dark with passion and her mouth is the tiniest bit swollen. I swallow hard as I fumble with the passenger door. After she climbs in, I mutter apologies to the gentleman waiting to get in his car. When I get into my seat, I can see she’s holding her lips with two of her fingers. 
    

    
      “Wow. So, that’s kissing?” She turns to me and asks with wonder. 
    

    
      “Yes.” But I don’t tell her that kissing isn’t always like that. Somehow, that wasn’t just kissing, it was so much more. More than I can explain to her. My unsteady hands grip the wheel on the drive home, my thoughts in disarray. When I pull into her driveway it occurs to me that we’ve both been unnaturally silent.
    

    
      “Thank you so much for an incredible first date. I’d really love a second one. Brooke, will you go out with me again?” Her voice is hopeful. 
    

    
      “Yes, please. I’d love that, too. Can I walk you to your door?” I ask as I reach for my seatbelt.
    

    
      “Um, no that’s okay. Thanks though. So, I’ll call you tomorrow.” She says quickly before kissing my cheek and hopping out. She gets in front of her car and waves to me. I wave back and pull out of her driveway a little dazed from the tingles on my cheek, her abrupt departure, and the fact that she said she’s going to call me. A stupid grin takes over my face. 
      She wants to date me!
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      “Finally! I’ve found something you are absolutely appalling at,” Brooke says as I flop into the seat across from her.
    

    
      “I’m letting you win. I’m really a champion bowler. I just feel bad that I’ve beaten you at golf, pool, arcade games, and that pie eating contest,” I reply patronizingly. 
    

    
      “Oh, wow. Is that so? I’d like to see your championship moves. You can give up the bad bowler ruse,” Brooke counters with a knowing smirk.
    

    
      “Nah, I’m letting you win and that’s final. Go on, it’s your turn.”
    

    
      “You are such an awful liar. A very cute one, though,” she says with a laugh. She gets up and grabs her shiny green house ball. 
      Another strike
      . She jumps and throws a fist in the air.
    

    
      “Are you kidding me? A turkey?” I yell. But I stand and reward her with a kiss anyway. I glance at the screen above the lane. We’re on the ninth frame and I have twenty points. I really suck at bowling. I slide my fingers into the six pound pink ball and fling it towards the white pins. Halfway there it curves hard to the left and falls into the gutter. 
      Really, really suck
      .
    

    
      “Aw, honey, it’s okay,” Brooke says as she wraps an arm around my shoulders. “No one is perfect at everything. Ooh, look. Your nachos are here.” The server sets my platter down and I instantly feel better. 
    

    
      “Yes!” I slide back into my seat and dig in. 
    

    
      “And to think, I used to assume you had such a refined palate.”
    

    
      “You know what they say about assuming,” I reply as I lick the terribly delicious fake cheese goo off my fingers. “Besides, you’re one to talk, with your weird love for corndogs. Do you even know what’s in those?” That earns me an offended face and I laugh. I want to wipe cheese on her nose but I’m not prepared for the consequences. Especially in public. 
    

    
      “Excuse you, corndogs are a time-honored classic. The perfect vehicle for spicy mustard. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m off to kick some tenth frame ass.” I roll my eyes at her cockiness and bite into another nacho as she knocks down nine pins. She picks up the spare and another strike. The jeans she’s wearing are slightly tighter than she normally wears and I’m certain she did it on purpose, knowing that she would spend a few hours standing in front of me. 
      I can’t lie, I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.
       
    

    
      “Okay, if you break thirty, I’ll take you on a simple movie date next week,” Brooke says when she gets back. 
    

    
      “You think you’re getting another date after this? Ha! Okay, fine, throw in a foot massage and you have a deal.”
    

    
      “You drive a hard bargain, but I accept. Come on. You can do it!” I clean my hands with a napkin and grab my ball. I completely miss the first ball. With the second ball, I line my feet up, inhale, and stare on the middle arrow. 
      Focus
      . When I throw it down the lane it goes straight and crashes into the pocket next to the center pin. Six go down immediately and one more wobbles a bit before falling over. 
    

    
      “Yes!” I shout. That’s the most I’ve gotten at once ever. Brooke cheers for me and picks me up by the waist.
    

    
      “You did it!” She sets me down but doesn’t let go. She kisses me on the lips and smiles. “I’m so proud of you. Come on, eat your nachos we still have time before you have to go to work and I have to meet Morgan.” I follow her lead back to the table.
    

    
      I met Morgan a few weeks ago when the three of us got together at Brooke’s to study for midterms. Which went well for having fun and terribly for doing any actual work. We laugh much more than we study. Morgan is pretty great and I consider her a friend now. Since I started dating Brooke over six weeks ago, my life has changed in ways I never imagined. We’ve had a lot of fun and done things I never would have made time to do ordinarily. I’ve smiled more in the last few months than I have in my entire life. 
      It feels so good.
           
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tomorrow is going to be so much fun!” Morgan announces for the fifth time while sitting on the floor at Brooke’s coffee table.  She taps her pen rapidly on her textbook in excitement. Even after we all passed our midterms, we kept meeting on Monday and Friday mornings to study, do homework, and just hang out.
    

    
      “I still can’t believe neither one of you has ever been to a Halloween party or a club before,” Brooke remarks as she sits down on the floor next to me handing me a steaming mug of coffee. Even though Brooke doesn’t drink the stuff, she went out and got a coffee pot when I started spending time here. That’s how amazing she’s been. Presently, I’m sitting across from Morgan at the coffee table and she rolls her eyes in Brooke’s direction.
    

    
      “I know, I know. Living under a rock and all,” Morgan mutters. “But, that’s why it’s going to be so much fun! I hope I find a cliche hot guy to make out with.” Morgan’s pen now rests against her cheek thoughtfully. “Maybe I should have picked a sexier costume…” 
    

    
      “No way, you totally rock the Lloyd Christmas orange suit. And who knows, maybe you will find your Harry Dunne there,” Brooke assures her before biting into a green apple. My face grows warm as I watch her mouth chew, her piercings catching the morning sun from the window. 
    

    
      I hastily return my attention to my notes before she catches me staring lustily at her.         We’ve had six weeks of really amazing dates and some incredibly sexy makeout sessions, but we haven’t gone further than that. Brooke understands that I’m new to all of this, so we’re taking it slow. There’s no pressure from her to go to the next step. Sometimes, usually in the heat of the moment, I think I’m ready, but then I remember I have no idea what the heck I’m doing and I get insecure and intimidated. 
    

    
      Brooke has been really sweet and gentle with me though. Without meaning to, I look back over at her. Her pretty brown eyes, lined with dark eyeliner, are watching Morgan with friendly humor. She’s wearing a lightweight sweater but I can see the tattoos on her neck and on her collar bones, the ones my mouth has been desperate to touch. When my eyes find her face again, I see her watching me. Her lip piercings move with one last chew and I get thrown into memories of how they feel against my mouth and my neck. Blissful tingles run through me, building on the ever present desire.
    

    
      “A girl can dream,” Morgan says with a sigh. Tearing my eyes from Brooke’s, I turn back to her as she asks a familiar question. “So you two still haven’t told each other your costumes yet? I thought one of you would break by now.” Brooke and I look at each other and shake our heads.
    

    
      “No way. It’s a surprise. She’ll find out soon enough.” I say with a wink. She grins at me playfully.
    

    
      “I bet I could get it out of you, if I wanted,” Brooke claims with one eyebrow lifted in what I’ve come to call her flirty tell.
    

    
      “Oh, really? How would you do that?” I respond innocently. She tilts her head and taps her index finger on her chin.
    

    
      “Hmm, how indeed? I’ve thought of several ways…” She brings her hand to rest on my knee. She eyes never leave mine as she guides her hand slowly up my leg. My breath hitches in my chest and those tingles I mentioned before? They’re a flaming throb now and she leans her head slowly toward me, angling for my neck. I feel the warmth of her breath as she whispers just below my ear. “Come with me to the bedroom and I’ll show you.” 
      Gulp. 
      She may have immeasurable patience, but she really loves to tease me.
       
                
    

    
      Morgan closes her book with a thud. “Ugh! You guys are annoyingly cute. I need someone to whisper sweet nothings in my ear.” The she dramatically falls over sideways onto the floor. 
    

    
      My cheeks are pink as I kiss Brooke lightly on her mouth. “Wicked girl,” I whisper back to her.  With effort, I don’t throw her over my shoulder and see what she means about the bedroom. Instead, I lean forward and carefully sip my coffee, aiming for unaffected. I completely and totally ignore the heat radiating from her touch still on my thigh. Unaffected. 
      Riiight. 
      She leaves it there for a few more moments and when her hand lifts off, my thigh is suddenly freezing. I shiver as Brooke looks over with a knowing grin. Morgan groans again from the floor.
    

    
      “Morgan, how about I take some pictures of you and we make you a profile on a dating website?” Brooke asks.
    

    
      “What! No way, I can’t do that. I’m in college! There’s plenty of fish here. Okay, maybe. If I don’t get any bites on my pole at the party.” Her giggle is contagious and I briefly laugh with her before returning my attention back to my homework. I have about an hour until I have to get to class, so I should really be reading. Instead of obeying me, my thoughts turn elsewhere. 
      Does Brooke want to be my girlfriend? 
    

    
      I don’t know when dating becomes a relationship, but she feels like my girlfriend to me. She probably doesn’t want to or else she would have mentioned it by now. Which is fair. As it is, I should really tell her certain secrets before it goes too far. She might not even want to be near me when she learns the truth. I’ll have to tell her soon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ....
        
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m carrying a ridiculously oversized garment bag, my usual messenger bag and a duffle bag as Jack watches me struggle through his front door. But does he help? No. He’s pretty much the worst friend ever. When I finally squeeze through, I drop everything onto his couch and plop down next it all. That struggle worked up a sweat, I probably should have just made two trips.
    

    
      “Hey, stranger” he says. 
      Oh boy, he does not look happy.
    

    
      “Hey, yourself. How are you?” I ask tentatively. 
    

    
      “How am I? How am I, Emma? I’m awful. Do you know why I’m awful?” His arms cross over his chest. 
      Crap, I’m in trouble
      .
    

    
      “No…?” 
      Is this a trap?
    

    
      “No? Huh. Well, I’ll tell you then, shall I? My best friend has abandoned me.” I honestly can’t tell if the hurt expression on his face is real or not but I instantly feel terrible. I hop off the sofa go and hug him. Hugging is my new thing. I’m getting pretty good at it. He lets me but doesn’t return it. I squeeze tighter.
    

    
      “I’m really sorry, Jack,” I say sincerely. “I know I have been a bad friend, caught up in spending more time with Brooke. How can I make it up to you? Please let me make it up to you, anything, just name it.” I look up and give him my dewy, begging eyes. I can tell he’s starting to budge some because his narrowed eyes are relaxing. After another moment of torture, he hugs me back and moves to sit on the couch. He stretches out his legs and puts his hands behind his head. Oh no, I can tell he’s plotting now. This is the pose he assumes when he’s masterminding. 
    

    
      “Anything, you say? Well, I’ve got a pile of laundry that needs doing. Also, I have been thinking of a Lord of the Rings marathon for Thanksgiving break. The extended dvds.” He gives me a look that shows he’s waiting for me to object, but I don’t. “Oh, and I have had a craving for lasagna.”
    

    
      “Wow, anything else? That list seems so small for all the wrong I’ve done,” I say with a touch of sarcasm as I sit on the sofa cushion next to him. He knows I’d do any of those with no problem at all. I often bring my laundry over to do and I hardly have enough for a full load, so Jack and I wash ours together anyway. His mom refused to do laundry for him after he turned sixteen. She was tired of the stinky wet swimsuits and his foul socks. 
      I don’t blame her
      . She showed us how to do laundry once and then left us pretty much on our own. There was only one incident involving a red in the whites and we’ve been doing it awesomely ever since. Also, I love making lasagna and watching LOTR. So, maybe he isn’t that mad at me after all.
    

    
      “My truck needs a wash. And maybe a back rub,” he adds. 
    

    
      “Don’t push it.”
    

    
      “Fine. Tell me how stuff’s going? The last text I got was on Thursday that said you were coming over Saturday but not to make me breakfast. I’m hungry and here you are… Spill.” By ‘stuff’ I know he actually just wants to know how things are going between me and Brooke. 
    

    
      “Things are… fantastic. Brooke is amazing. She’s so sweet and full of life, but smart and down to earth. We have so much fun. She takes me on these incredible dates.” I could talk all day and not say enough about how great she has been. 
    

    
      “You know I have to ask, I am your best friend and a guy. How are things… in the bedroom?” Jack rudely inquires.
    

    
      “No way! I don’t kiss and tell! I’m offended. Also, there’s nothing to tell.” I shrug.
    

    
      “Wait, there isn’t? You haven’t? What are you waiting for, marriage?” Jack asks in surprise. 
    

    
      “No. Oh my god, I cannot talk to you about this. This is so embarrassing,” I insist. My blush proves my point.
    

    
      “Em, who else are you going to talk to?” He appeals. “Relax. I can help. Just tell me 
      everything
      , spare no detail,” he says with a lecherous grin.
    

    
      “Gross, Jack!” I poke his exposed armpit and he squirms away. “No, forget it, I can’t talk about it. Tell me what’s going on with you? How’s school? Did you finish your paper?”
    

    
      “School is school. I did finish it, that was last week. The grades were posted yesterday, got an A, naturally. So you’re going to a Halloween party tonight? Where?”
    

    
      “Well done. Yeah, Brooke talked me and Morgan into it. It’s Morgan’s roommate’s friend, she invited us to the club he bartends at, Ubiquitous. What are you doing? Want to come?” I inquire curiously.  
    

    
      “I can’t come anyway. Who will hand out candy and scare all the neighborhood kids if not me?” Jack asks rhetorically. “Who is Morgan again?”
    

    
      “Brooke’s friend, I told you about her. Maybe it’s time to pass the reins to Tommy,” I suggest. 
    

    
      “No, he doesn’t appreciate the terror on their faces like I do. It would be such a waste. Plus he hates to run and I find chasing them is crucial,” he says sincerely.  
    

    
      “Ah, yes. It’s a wonder anyone even comes here anymore. So what are you dressing up as this year?” It’s typically something from a horror movie.
    

    
      “Thin man. Are you dressing up? Is that pile of stuff on my couch Halloween related or are you finally running away to join the circus?”
    

    
      “Ha ha. Yes, I’m dressing up. I rented a costume from that store on Goodworth. The circus will never fully appreciate my version of cartwheels, so I have crossed them off my list,” I tell him insolently. 
    

    
      “Maybe because your version of cartwheels is mostly you falling over. So what are you going to be?”
    

    
      “Um.. don’t laugh, okay? Promise,” I say nervously. 
    

    
      “Yeah, right,” he says. 
      Of course not, it’s Jack. What was I thinking?
       
    

    
      “Fine. Ugh. I’m going as Cinmmmnnmm,” I mumble into my palm.
    

    
      “Cinnamon? The spice or the stripper?” Jack asks with interest.
    

    
      “No, not cinnamon,” I answer with a sigh. 
      He’s going to laugh at me
      . “Cinderella.”
    

    
       Jack’s face morphs from surprise to humor in seconds. He’s definitely laughing at me. 
      Jerk.
    

    
      “Are you serious? You? The girl that is never even slightly girly is going as a princess? That’s hilarious.”
    

    
      “Hey! I can be girly. Just because I suck at doing hair and makeup and wear sensible shoes, doesn’t mean I’m not girly.” I mutter unconvincingly. “Besides, Brooke has a thing for princesses.” He nods like he finally understands.
    

    
      “Of course it’s because of Brooke. What else would it be about? What is she going as?” He asks me.  
    

    
      “I have no idea.” I reply honestly. “I’m going to look super ridiculous and she’s going to look super hot. But it doesn’t matter, I’m doing this. I already paid a small fortune for the dress. It’s so much dress, Jack. Your mom is helping me. Please don’t make fun of me. I’ll watch Die Hard every Saturday for a month if you refrain.” 
    

    
      I’m nervous enough that
       
      I can’t handle it if he rags on me the whole time, too. I may not believe I can pull off the whole princess thing, but I have to try. I refuse to chicken out. Jack doesn’t reply but his lips are curved into his usual smirk. 
    

    
      “I am suddenly reconsidering going to this party,” he says playfully.
    

    
      I hate him.
    

    
      ...
    

    
      
    

    
      “Now, just blot your lips on this tissue. Here, like this,” Gail says before miming what she wants me to do. I follow her lead awkwardly and end up getting tissue stuck to my tongue. “Well, now it’s time to put on the dress.” 
    

    
      She grabs the garment bag hanging on the bathroom door and unzips it. Billows of blue shimmery tulle escape the confines of the black bag and we have to work together to slide it out of the bag. 
    

    
      “Is this the live-action Cinderella dress? It’s beautiful!” She says as she admires it.  
    

    
      “I think so, I asked for the most princess-y dress they had. I liked the butterflies on it,” I say lamely. 
    

    
      “I’m going to step out while you slip it on. Let me know if you need any help, sweetie,” Gail adds before shutting the bathroom door behind her. 
    

    
      I carefully slip out of my clothes and fold them into a neat pile. The moment has come. I unzip the dress and step into it. Nothing spectacular or magical happens, sadly. No fairy godmother appeared. Not that I was expecting anything. I manage to zip up the back and arrange the fluffy shoulders evenly. I dig out a pair of clear plastic high heels and slip them on. Well, they’re not high at all, more like an inch because I have no desire to break my neck. I finally brave the mirror. My face looks way different than it usually does. Gail artfully applied all kinds of face things, including powdery glitter. I definitely look more mature, slightly otherworldly. My fear was that it would turn out clownish, but it’s so much better. I turn my face and examine each angle. Gail managed to capture an ethereal quality that really works for a princess costume. She’s an amazing artist. She also tamed my hair with a curling iron and hair spray and a thousand bobby pins. All in all I look the part even if I don’t feel it. I still feel completely ridiculous, but I’ll work on it. When I open the door, it’s not Gail standing where I expected, it’s Jack. 
    

    
      “Sweet baby Jesus!” He cries out. 
    

    
      “Shut your face right now, Jack,” I demand sternly.
    

    
      “There’s so much dress. Is it heavy? How are you planning on walking?” He questions annoyingly.
    

    
      “Go away,” I beg.
    

    
      “I can’t go away, I’m bewitched. You are the flame and I am the moth. Like a boy to your milkshake-yard. Like a rat to your ship. Pick an idiom and I can make it fit. This is so great, I am definitely getting pictures of this.”
    

    
      “I hate you. Is it really that bad?” 
      Of course it is
      . 
    

    
      “Wait, let me go to the bottom of the stairs and then you walk down. I need the full experience,” he announces before running for the stairs. I hear him thumping down them and on the final thump he yells ‘ready’. 
    

    
      I briefly entertain the idea of throwing a high heel at his eye from the top of the stairs, but decide it was time to try acting like a princess. With my head held high I square my shoulders and as gracefully as I can manage walk to the stop of the staircase. Jack, Tommy, and both his parents stand there waiting for me. Gail has a camera in hand so it will forever be documented that I look like a complete idiot. 
      So be it
      . In princess fashion, I delicately lay my fingers against the banister. I endeavor to glide down the stairs but it’s so hard to do while unable to see your feet and looking straight ahead. Surprisingly, I don’t fall. 
      Score.
       
    

    
      As I take the last step, Jack clutches his chest and falls to one knee, a look of feigned yearning on his face. I shove him over before he can declare his undying love or something. He loses his balance and falls into his brother, taking him down, too.
       Oops. My bad. 
        
    

    
      “Oh my goodness, Emma, You look so beautiful, just like a real princess!” Gail claims while dabbing the corner of her eye with a tissue. 
    

    
      “What gentlemen, bowing before the princess!” Dave says gleefully as Jack and Tommy forcefully elbow each other before righting themselves. 
    

    
      “Thanks,” I croak, trying with all my willpower not to blush at the attention. I’m unsuccessful. “Are you coming, Jack?”    
    

    
              “Nah, I don’t want to steal the spotlight. You go have fun, Princess,” he replies pleasantly. 
    

    
      ... 
    

    
              
    

    
              Shoving myself into my car took longer than I anticipated so I’m running a little bit late to meet Morgan and Brooke at the apartment. When I arrive, I take a few calming breaths. If I throw up on this dress, there is no way they’ll give my deposit back. When I reach the second floor, I take a moment to straighten the dress and brush my hair back over my shoulders. After I knock on the door, the knots in my stomach tighten and my pulse spikes. 
    

    
      I hear Brooke’s voice saying ‘got it’ the second before the door opens. There’s a small gush of wind from it opening inward and my breath gets stuck in my throat. Brooke’s wearing a white long-sleeved coat with padded gold shoulders and embroidered swirls around the gold buttons. The jacket has a gold belt that complement her pants. They are a deep red with a gold stripe up the side of each leg. When my eyes find her face again, she looks pretty stunned. Her mouth opens and then closes.
    

    
              “Princess,” she rasps as she bows at her waist. I take in her outfit, her slicked back hair, her shiny boots, and suddenly it makes sense. 
    

    
              “Your Royal Highness.” I smile broadly and dip into a curtsy. She reaches out her hand and I take it. Before she pulls me into the apartment, she leans close.
    

    
              “You’re beautiful,” she whispers before she gently kisses my lips.  
    

    
              “No, you,” I tell her when our lips part. A smile forms on her face and she draws me into the apartment. When I step through the threshold, I see Morgan draped over the couch in her orange suit. She gasps when she sees me.
    

    
              “Dayuuumm!” She intones as she sits up and her eyes take in my hair, my face, and the big dress. “Emma, you look insanely awesome. Like totally different. Wait... Brooke when you picked Prince Charming did you know she was going as Cinderella?” 
    

    
              “Um, thanks… I think,” I say skeptically. But I guess I can see what she means.
    

    
      “No, I didn’t,” Brooke answers. Brooke’s dreamy eyes are still appraising me appreciatively. She really does have a thing for princesses. I’m starting to feel less moronic. Her hand is still in mine so I give it a tiny squeeze of gratitude. 
    

    
      “So, shall we get our party on?” Morgan asks.
    

    
      “Yes. Let’s,” says Brooke. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      The club I told Jack about, Ubiquitous, is an enormous place downtown that resembles a two story warehouse. It’s one of the hottest clubs around and they do a big Halloween discount on their drinks. Apparently, that’s a big deal. Morgan got us arm bands from her friend that works there, otherwise we would have to stand in the line wrapping around the building. Morgan and I aren’t twenty-one and over, but that’s not what our armbands say. Thick velvety ropes block off one section of the front where the line begins at the door. Two large men are manning the door. I can hear the thumping of loud music as we exit the car. Apart from the people stuck in line, I spot a few groups of costumed partygoers hanging around outside smoking. In the crowds, I can see a doctor, a few pirates, some Jedi and many scantily clad women. I notice someone wearing a big furry animal costume as we’re waved through the entrance. The second guy opens the door for us and the music hits me. It’s so loud I can feel it reverberate through my body. 
    

    
      I take in the scene. It’s a very open space with high ceilings, but there are so many people. Too many to count. There are a few rows of standing tables lining the dark walls on the left half of the club. There are orange, red, and white strobe lights over the dance floor where a sea of people move to the wild beat. Barely visible behind the dance floor is a long bar covered neon light advertisements. It’s also packed with people,everyone pushing their way to the counter. Above the dance floor is a second floor balcony. It has sofas and tables and is littered with even more people. Along the railings are classic Halloween decorations, large black spiders, spiderwebs, ghosts, and some scary looking wolves and gargoyles. 
    

    
      I notice Brooke watching me study the place, probably wondering how I’m handling my first club experience. Her mouth moves in question and I’m certain she’s talking to me but there’s no way to hear her over the music. I squint my eyes and confusion and shake my head. I point to my ear so she leans down and shouts into it. “Let’s do a shot! Then I want to dance with you!” My eyes widen slightly at her shot proposal. I’ve never had one before, but I’ve never been in a club with a girl before either. When I was eleven I tasted my mom’s cooking sherry and it was disgusting, which makes total sense because I later found out that you’re not supposed to drink it. She notices my hesitation. “We can skip the shot and go straight to the dancing, if you want!
    

    
      “No, let’s do it!” I nod at her. There have been a lot of firsts lately and I’ve been enjoying all of them. I grab Morgan’s arm. “Shot!” I yell at her. She throws us a mischievous smile and a thumbs up before pulling us toward the bar. Her eyes scan behind the bar, trying to see past the wall of heads. Finally, she spots her intended target. Once again, she pulls us, this time to the back end of it. What I assume is her friend is down there serving drinks. He’s tall and shirtless, his pectorals are broad and firm. I can only see those and his perfectly messy hair as he busily moves around the bar. Between the shoulders of thirsty patrons, I catch a glimpse of him flipping a glass backwards and over his arm only to catch it again. His nimble tricks have caused a stir in the gaggle of girls wearing different colored tiny tube dresses. They all swoon into each other with high-pitched squeals. The bartender smirks at them as he sets their drinks on the bar. His deft fingers collect their pile of cash while simultaneously taking orders being shouted at him. I catch glimpses as he concocts them, throwing tricks in here and there. Brooke spots an opening, so we push, like actually push, our way around the far edge of the counter. When he notices us, Morgan waves to him excitedly. He gives her a nod and finishes setting few sliced limes on the rims of glasses before making his way over to us. He leans over to kiss Morgan on the cheek and she introduces us.
    

    
      “Damien, these are the friends I mentioned. This is Brooke and that’s her girlfriend Emma. You look awesome! Tarzan?” Morgan shouts. I realize he’s wearing barely more than a loin cloth. Tarzan makes sense and is likely the cause of his bare chest. 
      How sanitary can that be though?
        
    

    
      “Nice to meet you!” He tells us. “The less clothes I wear the better I get tipped. You three look great. What can I get you?” He isn’t shouting as loud as Morgan, but his voice carries. I wonder if that’s something he practiced. At his question, I look blankly at Brooke. I know nothing about shots. Morgan looks just as unsure, so Brooke takes the lead.  
    

    
      “Three lemon drops please!” He nods appreciatively and sets to work rolling the top of three miniature glasses in either salt or sugar, but I guess sugar when he drops a cube of it into each glass. Then he pours vodka and some lemon juice over ice, into a silver shaker. A few successive shakes and a lemon slice on the side as garnish and he slides the finished product over to us. Brooke slides him a bill and he slips it into the cash register. He gives a us wink and tips an imaginary hat before moving on. 
    

    
      “Cheers!” Brooke says as she clinks her shot against ours. I watch as she tips her head back and downs it in one sip. Her exposed neck produces an image of my tongue running along her jaw in my mind, sending a warm ripple coursing through me. I lift my glass to my lips and tip it back. It’s sweet and sour and it burns fiercely. My eyes water a little bit but I try to keep a straight face. As the aftertaste builds in my mouth and my lips turn down in aversion. Brooke laughs heartily at my pain though she rewards me with a quick kiss. Morgan’s face is still twisted at the intensity of the alcohol burn, but she holds up a thumb. 
    

    
      We leave our empty glasses at the bar and wind our way back through the crowd toward middle of the dance floor. We’ve only made it a few feet onto the dance floor when I get whacked in the face by a bedazzled white wing belonging to a tall, slender man. I almost lose my balance, but Brooke wraps her arm around my waist and steadies me. I give her a smile of thanks and she grabs my hand and I catch the mischievous grin a moment before she sends me twirling out from her and then back into her. Before I can catch my breath, she dips me backwards with ease. Her face is only a foot away from mine when I see her mouth move, but I can’t hear what she says over the deafening music. It looks like she said 
      lasagna
      . 
      Does she want me to cook lasagna? What a weird time to request that. 
      I’m crossing lip-reading off my potential skill set list, since I clearly suck at it. 
    

    
      She must read my confusion because she just shakes her head a little and pulls me closer. Her eyes shine with ardor as they angle toward my lips and her mouth is smoldering passion as it touches mine. Her lips are feather soft, but I sense a suppressed need in them. When her tongue brushes against mine, my heart jumpstarts. Maybe that’s my own needs singing out, mingling with hers. Her kiss intoxicates me more than any shot. She’s panting when we break the kiss and I realize I didn’t want to stop there. The kiss was as intimate as it was primal and I want more. I knew clubs were places of debauchery, I just never thought I would participate in it. There must be something about the darkness, perhaps the anonymity emboldens people. Right now, I feel ready. 
    

    
      Morgan interrupts our yearning stare when she thrusts herself between us. It almost pains me, but I shelve my desire and give Morgan a playful slap on the butt she’s grinding into me. She grins naughtily. I don’t have much experience with butt gyrating into other people’s bubbles, so I decided to go a different route. I break out my riding-a-pony move and give it a hundred and ten percent. Brooke dissolves into a fit of laughter but composes herself enough to do a very impressive pushing-a-shopping-cart move, even examining an imaginary nutritional label. Morgan catches onto us and grabs her right foot, moving her knee back and forth. 
      Amateur
      . I bust of a classic scuba move while Brooke starts miming a sprinkler. Morgan moves into an impressively realistic robot dance. Brooke and I switch to running man at the same time, so we high five and have a dance off. 
    

    
      I can’t say how long we spend showing off our dorkiest moves, but my lungs are burning and my cheeks are in pain from the hilarity. Morgan is shiny with sweat and her eyes are twinkling with merriment as she gestures for a drink. She mouths something, 
      water
       or 
      walter
      , and motions for us to follow her off the dance floor towards the front of the club. As we push out into the cool night air, my head throbs and my ears still feel muffled and strange. She points to the mini mart on the far corner of the block and we set off for it. I lift my hair off my neck to try to cool off, spending the short walk fantasizing about peeling off this oversized dress. We get an indecipherable look from the cashier as we step inside the mini mart, though he’s probably seen some weird things today. Brooke and Morgan head for the back coolers where the waters live and I make my way to the slushie machine to the left of the register. Nine different flavors go into my mega cup and the cold feels heavenly. I bring the cup to my forehead as Morgan and Brooke make it back to the front carrying giant water bottles. We pay and then stagger back onto the sidewalk. 
    

    
      “I’m pooped. Sorry, did you two want to go back in there?” Morgan asks considerately.  
    

    
      “Nah, I’m wiped out. Let’s head back,” Brooke replies as she reaches for my unoccupied hand. I nod in total agreement without stopping the flow of slushie to my waiting mouth.  
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      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
              My only rule and I’m breaking it for her. 
      This girl.
       I’ve broken the promise to myself to be true to who I am, to my feelings. Especially my super gay ones. I am so far gone for Emma but I haven’t told her.
       I can’t tell her
      . She’s not ready to know. I have to tread carefully, this is all so new to her. I slipped up in the club, but I don’t think she noticed. I don’t want to scare her away, but how can I not tell her? The words are there, at the end of every phone call, when I kiss her goodnight after every date, and when we part ways on campus.
       
      I give myself a mental shake. 
      Patience
      . 
    

    
      “That was so fun. Thank you for being my Halloween date,” Emma expresses politely. We just got back up to my apartment after dropping Morgan safely at her door. Emma’s mouth is a dark purple color from her frozen drink. I want to taste it. 
    

    
      “My pleasure,” I reply as I drop my water bottle in the recycling bin and kick off my boots by the door. 
    

    
      I wander over to her and slowly lower myself to my knees in front of her. I think she can read the intent on my face, because she swallows hard. I reach for her cup and put it on the coffee table behind me. Her mouth opens a tiny bit when I lift the bottom of her dress up and slide my fingers across her ankles. One hand slowly removes a single fake glass slipper and I rub my thumbs across the soles of her foot. I can feel her eyes on me as I pull the other shoe off. I massage this foot, too, before moving simultaneously up to her calves. When I brush my palms across her knee and over to her thighs, I hear the slight change in her breathing. It’s shallower.
    

    
       I continue to knead her leg muscles until I can feel them relax. I don’t let my hands go cross the thin line between teasing and pleasing because I don’t know if she’s ready for all the things I desperately want to do to her. I’ve been taking it excruciatingly slow, for her sake. I would be her first, if she lets me. 
      I want it to be perfect.
       My hands have slowed to a rest on the soft skin of her thighs. My control is on a precipice and I need to be careful. 
    

    
      I begin to withdraw my fingers from beneath her costume, but her hands fly to my arms to stop my retreat. I meet her blazing stare with my own pleading one. 
      She has no idea what she does to me
      . Her hands tremble as she reaches for the buttons on my coat. Haltingly, she unfastens them and slides it off my shoulders, dropping it on the floor. Her fingertips are on my shoulders, running along my arms and back up to my shoulders, gaining confidence as she goes. The pleasure of the touch I’ve been longing for sends goosebumps prickling across my skin. Her index fingers slide under the straps of my tank top and my bra and she slowly pulls them down until they hang against my arms. I don’t move, I don’t breathe. I don’t want to break the spell. Somehow, this is different, her touch is more certain and I refuse to startle her away now. 
    

    
      Agonizingly slow, she brings her mouth to the skin where my neck and shoulder meet, pressing feather-light kisses there, then travels across the top of my shoulder. At the edge of it, she retraces those kisses and makes a new path across my collarbone and to the other side. My head falls back when her lips brush up my neck. I feel her warm tongue delicately tasting the sensitive skin there and along my jaw and an unexpected throaty sound escapes me. 
    

    
      A rush of desire overwhelms me, wild need taking hold of every inch of my existence. My hands are gripping her thighs and when her teeth nip my earlobe gingerly, my body clenches and throbs. Emma’s warm breath against my skin sends a delicious shiver through me. I can feel my immediate response. My nipples are almost painfully taut against my bra and there’s an eager ache between my legs. I desperately cling to the last remnants of my control but her mouth finds mine and I’m adrift in the passion, the sheer want, and the sexual movements of her tongue against mine that I can no longer see or feel anything that isn’t Emma. 
    

    
      I feel deprived when her mouth abruptly moves off mine but it evaporates when I realize what she’s doing. Her lips travel down my neck, each scintillating kiss moving lower. When she reaches my exposed cleavage, I feel her tongue sweep inside my bra. Urgently, she pulls the flimsy fabric down, baring my perky peaks. A rush of cool air hits them briefly before she takes one into her mouth. My hands grasp her and the axis of my entire world shifts and I feel it physically, mentally, spiritually. I’m drowning in sensations I’ve never felt before. Her mouth tugs lightly once more before her hand cups my breast, thumb replacing her mouth, and she moves to the other one. An explosive fire burns inside, consuming me.
    

    
      “Please,” I whisper, but I don’t even know why. It’s enough for Emma to meet my eyes and they draw me in like magnets. Her forehead wrinkles in concern and I know she doesn’t know why I stopped her either. 
    

    
      “Not okay?” She asks in confusion.
    

    
      “No, yes. Okay. Very okay. You?” I ask incoherently.  
    

    
      “Yes,” she assures me fervently. Her gaze is fiery as her thumb strokes my nipple and a shudder of pleasure rips through me. My limbs are jelly, but I stand and pull her up with me. I lead her down the hallway to my darkened bedroom. I fumble with the remote on my bedside table, turning on my battery operated candles, fostering a romantic glow to the room. She’s standing in the doorway and I’m struck again by her loveliness and the strength of my attraction. 
      Amazing
      . 
    

    
      Her hair is slightly ruffled from our busy night and even that ridiculous dress doesn’t hide her appealing curves. As my eyes linger on her, I see her eyelashes flutter and her inherent shyness resurfaces. She seems unsure now so I cross the room and hold her hands to lightly pull her into the room.
    

    
      “You’re so beautiful,” I whisper. That doesn’t come close, but it’s true all the same. My fingers sweep up her arm and I cup her cheek. I kiss the blush on her cheeks, then the tip of her cute nose, and the curve of her brow over each eye. 
      I cherish this face
      . My lips are on hers once again and I don’t want to ever stop kissing her. My greedy hands move around to her back and I start to unzip her dress, little by little, waiting to see if she will stop me. Instead of stopping me though, her arms, under my own, reach around my back. I feel her unclasp my bra and a new kind of excitement fills me. 
      This is actually happening
      . 
    

    
      I let her pull off my bra first, then she draws my tank over my head, discarding both on the floor. Her blue eyes rove over my ink, my breasts, my stomach and I just let her. The tips of her fingers brush the bare skin around my belly button and she hooks a finger into the waistband of my pants. I can see echoes of her thoughts rushing by on her face, deliberating on taking my pants off of me. 
      Yes, please.
        Instead, both of her hands dip into my pants and reach around to my backside, where she grabs each cheek firmly.
    

    
      “I’ve been wanting to do this for so long,” she murmurs seductively while her hands explore the curves above my thighs. “Is that… are you wearing a thong?” She’s fingering the lace at my hips. I don’t trust my voice, so I just nod. 
    

    
      Truth be told, I’ve been wearing sexy underthings every time I’ve seen her since our first date, on the small chance that she’d want to get undressed with me. But, some things are better left unsaid. The answer seems to have encouraged her to remove my pants, because she quickly does so. She takes a step back as I step out of them and stares unabashedly. I’m standing before her in just my barely-there thong and black calf-height socks. Her eyes are glued to the space between my legs, she has her right index knuckle between her teeth. Her eyes flicker away and then back, then away again. It’s time to even things out. 
    

    
      I reach for the puffy sleeves of her costume and she lets me push them down, exposing the small swells of pale skin. I get the dress down to her waist and she puts her hands on my shoulders to steady herself as she steps out of it. She’s wearing a white strapless longline bra and white bikini underwear. With the sparkles on her eyes and cheekbones, her pouty lips swollen, and her light curls framing her face, she looks like an angel. This moment, the one where the most spectacular woman I have ever met the woman stands before me in her underwear and barefeet, is a moment I’ll never ever forget. 
      In fact, I’m positive I’ll replay it over and over and over.
    

    
      She closes the distance between us and walks me backward until the backs of my legs find the bed, and I bring her down with me. She’s on top of me, our legs tangled, every inch of my skin is sizzling with anticipation. Emma is propped on her left elbow near my head as we kiss, her left fingers are in my hair while her right hand is exploring my body. She slides her hand wickedly down my chest again, pausing over my underwear, then skittering across my thigh. My right hand is feeling up her back while the other one is palming her breast through her bra. I can feel her nipple stiffening with each graze. Her thigh has moved between my legs, pushing against my underwear. Before we go further, I have to be sure.
    

    
      “Are you ready?” I ask, trying to mask the desire in my voice. I’ve never been so ready in my life but I need her to be with me. She’s gazing down at me, her irises flashing with scandalous hunger.
    

    
      “Yes. Completely,” she exhales hotly. A sinful smile turns the corners of my lips up. That’s exactly what I needed to hear. 
    

    
      
    

    
                                              …
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes are blurry when they open, it’s early dawn. Just a hint of light in the room. I start to roll over but I catch sight of her. Emma is naked in my bed, spread belly-down across my sheets, her hair splayed across the pillow. Waking up to the sight of her here overwhelms me with emotions I can’t say yet. I lean up on one elbow so I can get a better look at her sleeping. I know, total creep move. But I’ve never seen her sleep. I’m enchanted by everything about her, including the faint purr of her deep slumber. As I watch her breathe, I notice she has a purple bruise on her lower back and for a moment, I feel horror that I might have hurt her somehow. I lost count of all the orgasms we shared last night, but I can’t find anything in my memory for something that might have caused that. It’s possible she got it from work, those swinging doors always seemed dangerous. My eyes move on to her small, freckled shoulders and then up to her eyelashes resting sweetly against her upper cheekbones. I could stare forever, which I nearly do. Eventually, a thought occurs so I climb out of bed, throw on some pjs and tiptoe to the kitchen. The coffee is brewing when she comes around the hallway corner and into the kitchen. She’s wearing my sheet and a smile and my heart swells. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry if I woke you. I wanted to have your beloved coffee ready for you.”
    

    
      “You didn’t wake me. I missed you. And, okay, yes… I smelled my favorite liquid heaven.” She taps her nose and grins at me. She is so cute, I can’t even stand it. 
    

    
      “Why don’t you go get dressed and I’ll pop in some toast for you.” 
      Or else I’m going to pull off that sheet and set you on this counter.
    

    
      “Do you mind if I shower real quick? It only takes me like three minutes.”
    

    
      “For sure. Want company?” I ask, innocently. 
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I do as a matter of fact.” She leads and I follow her into my bathroom, grabbing clean towels on the way. I turn on the water and she helps me out of my clothes. She drops the sheet and steps into the shower. I get in behind her and stand close so we are both sprayed by the hot water. As she wets her hair, I lather body wash into my hands and start tenderly rubbing her back, avoiding the bruise I saw. She relaxes against me and the longer I massage her, the more she melts into me. 
      She’s so mine.
       I wash her hair next, massaging her scalp as her forehead rests on my chest. I hold her against me underneath the water, the heat seeping into us. 
      Us
      .
       I want us to be an us
      . The words are nearly bursting out of me, but I reign them in. Eventually, she returns the favor, washing me, taking her time as she studies all of my tattoos, from my neck to my toes. It’s nearly as intimate as last night and I welcome it. When we step out, steam covers the mirror and I wrap her in a soft towel. I dry myself off and kiss her on the lips.
    

    
      “I’m going to go get breakfast ready. Take your time.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to, I can do it,” she interjects.
    

    
      “Shh. I want to,” I assure her and I shut the bathroom door on any reply she could give.      
    

    
       I throw two slices of bread in the toaster, grab the butter, a knife and a plate. I’ve made her toast before, she likes it crispy with lots of butter melted into it. I pull out two bananas from the fridge and I get her mug from the drying rack. I’m just setting everything onto the table when she comes back with wet hair, wearing snug jeans and a t-shirt. She smiles at me and I settle in next to her at the table. She takes my hand into hers and kisses it.
    

    
      “Thank you. You’re kind of amazing.” Sigh. I lean forward and plant my lips on hers. She kisses me back and I pull away, barely an inch. 
    

    
      “No, you. You
       are
       amazing. I love you,” I say softly. It feels so good to finally say, like a release. Her face jerks back and crumples.
       Fuck, fuck, fuck. Too soon, abort! Undo! 
      Her eyes are on her lap and she’s shaking her head.
    

    
      “No, Brooke. You can’t,” Emma announces quietly. 
    

    
      “Yes, I can. I do. I fell for you on our first date. It took me by surprise, but it’s my undeniable truth.”  
    

    
      “That’s impossible,” she says.
    

    
      “No, it’s not, Emma. I love you, believe me. I know how I feel,” I declare. “I’ve spent many hours pondering it and I always come back to the same thing.” 
    

    
      “You can’t, you barely know me… I haven’t told you..” She swallows hard, not finishing her thought.
    

    
      “Emma, I know you,” I inform her. “I know all of your smiles, I know how you take your coffee, I know your eyes, I know the freckles on your face, the scar on your knuckle from the oven burn, I know that you secretly tear up at commercials with puppies, I know that you are afraid of snakes, I know that you carry a notepad that only has recipes in it, I know that you are shy but goofy, I know that you’re ridiculously awful at bowling, that you like sprinkles on your ice cream because they’re crunchy. Emma, I love everything about you. You’re driven, smart, caring, sweet, and I love all of you.” She looks dumbfounded at my proclamations. She pushes her chair back and stands up abruptly. Her hands are holding her head.
    

    
      “No. Please. Stop,” she begs, her voice breaking slightly. She starts pacing between the living room and kitchen.
    

    
      “I can’t stop loving you. I wouldn’t even if I could,” I protest. I go to her and gently tug arms down and hold her hands tightly. “Why do you want me to stop?”
    

    
      “I… You…” She trails off, uncertain. Her eyes meet mine and they’re shiny with unshed tears. Her face has panic on it and I don’t understand why. “Just trust me, you can’t love me. I’m unlovable,” she says resolutely. 
    

    
      “Emma. That’s not true. There’s so much to love about yo--”
    

    
      “Stop! You don’t get it,” she cuts me off, her voice fierce. “I killed my mom! So there, you see, you can’t love me. I’m a murderer.” My hands drop hers in surprise. My mind races to find the right words to say, but her vehemence is startling. 
    

    
      “I don’t understand. She died when you were twelve,” I state unconvinced.
    

    
      “Yes. Because I killed her.” She seems defeated, her body slumps at her confession.
    

    
      “What happened?” I know she couldn’t have hurt anyone, that’s not in her nature. I lead her over to the couch and sit her down, taking her hands again. I wait while she collects her thoughts.
    

    
      “The restaurant my mom worked at, the one I told you about?” She begins. “The same one where I spent hours every single day. Well one night I begged my mom to go to a sleepover, my first one ever, she was killed. Three teens came in to rob it and she was shot.” Tears fall down her cheeks and she looks so ashamed, but I’m missing something. I don’t understand her story.
    

    
      “But, Emma, if you weren’t even there, why would you think you killed her?”
    

    
      “That’s just it,” She practically shouts. “I wasn’t there! I should have been there.” She stands up again. “‘Us against the world.’ That was what we used to say to each other, our motto. The two musketeers. We stuck together. She always had my back and I always had hers. Except when she really needed me. I failed her. I begged my mom to let me stay over at Miranda’s house and she didn’t want me too. I told her I wasn’t a kid anymore. I yelled at her. She let me go and I wasn’t there to protect her. She was shot in the stomach and she suffered. I abandoned her. I let her die in agony,” her voice rough with emotion. My heart is breaking into pieces for her, tears are flowing down my own cheeks.
    

    
      “Oh, baby girl, you couldn’t have known. If you were there, you would have gotten hurt or worse. It isn’t your fault. It’s not your fault. Emma, look at me,” I command but she shakes her head. I stand and put my arms around her. “It’s not your fault.” She’s shaking, a sound of anguish spills out of her and she succumbs to the sobs. Her hands wrap around me and grip my shoulders tightly. I hold her while she falls apart. I cry for her, for her pain and sorrow, for believing she is responsible for something so horrendous but so out of her control for all these years. From what I’ve learned about her over the last two months, I believe she probably hasn’t let herself cry in a long time. That she’s been carrying around this self-imposed guilt like a weight on her shoulders. She doesn’t cry for more than a few minutes before she’s pulling away. My arms fall uselessly to my sides. She turns her back to me and wipes her palms under her wet eyes.
    

    
      “I have to go to work,” Emma says. Her tone is hard to read, but I feel like she’s shutting me out. I can’t let her do that, but I don’t know how to stop her. 
    

    
      “Can you stay?” I ask. I want to beg her, I want to talk this out with her. I want her to accept my love for her, to believe that she can be loved.
    

    
      “No, you know I can’t.” She turns back to me and forces a smile. “I have to go.” She’s rushing around grabbing her bags and moving them by the door. She digs out her work sneakers and I feel a sense of dread. 
      What if she leaves and doesn’t come back?
    

    
      “Will you call me when you get out, like always?” I probe apprehensively.   
    

    
      “Of course. I’m sorry about freaking out on you. And crying,” she replies, her voice almost back to normal.
    

    
       “Don’t apologize for that,” I tell her firmly. She slips on her shoes, slides her bags onto her shoulder and opens my front door. She pauses but doesn’t look back. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” she says faintly before stepping out and closing the door behind her. I stand staring at the door, partly hoping she’ll open it again and kiss me and tell me she loves me, too. The other part knows she won’t. I stumble to my bed before the tears start, falling heavily into my comforter. I pull my pillow to me, catching her scent lingering on it and that just makes me cry harder, the ache in my chest unbearable. 
      Emma
      .
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      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
      My thoughts are scattered like leaves at the edge of an autumn gust. The grief and guilt wrench at me in equal parts. But selfishly, I want to be held by Brooke. She calms the worst of it, even though she doesn’t know it. I heard what she said, that it’s not my fault, but she doesn’t understand. She never will. I force my leaden legs into the restaurant where I nod to Joe, and turn my thoughts to preparing for the day. It’s like any other day: pull my cheeks up into a smile, say all the right things, be normal, cut the lemons, make the salads, fill the dressings. It’s all rote, taking zero mental effort, which is why I can’t stop seeing Brooke’s face in my mind. Especially the blissful look on it when she told me she loved me. My stomach plummets. By the time I left, her face was so full of hurt. 
      Wait, it was hurt, not disgust. 
      Why would she be hurt? 
      Unless… 
      No. I’ve already established, she can’t love me. 
      But what if she does? 
      That’s not something that could be possible. I’ve heard it a thousand times. My uncle’s voice penetrates my thoughts.
          
        
    

    
      You’re selfish. You left your mother there to die. She didn’t deserve that, you should have died in her place. You’re disgusting. Unlovable. You’re a murderer. 
    

    
      A rage sweeps through me and I fling the head of iceberg at the floor where it bursts apart. Tears prick at my eyes. If I could take her place I would, my mind shouts. Gradually the rage crumbles into sorrow. I fall to my knees and start picking up the wilted pieces. I want to beg for mercy, but I have no one to beg it of and no way to earn it.
    

    
      “Bella, you okay? What happened to the lettuce?” Joe is standing behind me. I blink furiously, trying to clear my eyes, before standing up and facing him. 
    

    
      “Oh, it looked at me funny. Can’t have that, the other lettuces will see and then it will be mutiny.” I smile at him and he chuckles. “Not to worry, it’s under control.” 
      Is it?  
    

    
      
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      Amanda arrives an hour later to help with the lunch crowd. I’m still feeling lost and attempting to cover it up with my normal behavior is making my mood sour.
    

    
      “Hey, Emma, were you downtown last night?” a voice asks. Amanda is standing next to me at the soda fountain while I refill a cup of sweet tea, light ice. 
    

    
      “Oh, hi. Yes, at Ubiquitous for the Halloween thing,” I reply.
    

    
      “Oh my god. I was there. I knew that was you”, she says. “Is that your girlfriend? I’ve seen her in here, like a bunch, but I wasn’t sure you guys were together until I saw you tonguing each other last night. She’s super hot.” My eyebrows shoot up as she continues. “So are you, like, a lesbian or just one of those getting the full experimentation girls? Or do you play both sides of the field, like me?”
    

    
      “Wow, um, okay. Yes, I’m a lesbian. I’m pretty new to it, but it’s not just an experiment.” A full flush takes over as I get images of last night. 
      Yep, definitely a lesbian.
       But I’m pretty unsure of where Brooke and I stand on the whole girlfriend thing. That just adds to my bad mood. “When did you know…?” I trail off but she gets my meaning.
    

    
      “Oh, I’ve always known. I was on the playground kissing boys and girls, I just go for what I want,” she says with a shrug, like it’s always that easy.  
    

    
      “I have to go run this to the table,” I say, putting a halt to this discussion. On my way back to booth four, I marvel again at her confidence. She’s just herself with no apologies, like Brooke. 
      Brooke.
       I’m trying not to think about her or miss her, but it hasn’t been successful. I shuffle to the door and lead a family of four to my last open booth. I rush around getting drinks, running appetizers, and taking orders. The familiarity of it is helping and the busier the lunch rush gets, the better I feel. 
    

    
      It’s nearly time for me to get off work, I have no tables left. So, I’m just sitting rolling silverware and it hits me once again. 
      Holy crap
      . 
      I had sex. Lots. Lots of real, actual sex
      . When my desire for Brooke consumed me, my nervousness took a back seat. I’m lost in the reverie of her face, her touch, her kisses. 
      I can’t believe I had sex with a girl.
       Brooke’s naked body was in my arms. Her stunning, soft, curvaceous and astonishingly sexy body was moaning beneath me. 
    

    
      I never thought I could be that close to someone, be that vulnerable. My insecurities were still there, but I trusted her. She let me set the pace and she made sure I was prepared for moving forward. Standing in the center of the restaurant reviewing last night, I’m nearly overwhelmed by her thoughtfulness and her tenderness.. An urge to rush over and be in her arms swells within me. Even if she thinks she loves me, which she can’t, it doesn’t have to change the way things have been. She knows the truth about who I am and she still wanted to see me tomorrow. I find a secluded spot and pull my phone out of my apron, the time reads 3:48 p.m. I have a text from Brooke at 1:32 p.m.
    

    
      Hi. Hows work? p.s. I miss you.
       
      My chest squeezes. 
    

    
      Workish. Did you finish your paper? I miss you more.
       
    

    
      Her response appears seconds later.
    

    
      Nah, paper shmaper.
       I smile to myself. I can hear her voice saying it. 
    

    
      Can I come over?
       
      I ask her. I know I should go home because I will have to face my uncle. I have never missed giving him money on a Saturday. I really don’t want him to clean out my bank account again. So, I’ll only go to Brooke’s for an hour and then I’ll go back home. 
    

    
      
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      Brooke opens her door as I reach the top of the staircase. She’s wearing baggy gray sweatpants and a yellow camisole and for the first time since I’ve met her, she’s not wearing her black eyeliner. She looks tired but still happy to see me when I meet her at the door. Her arms wrap around me and I sink into her. I shuffle my sneakers so I don’t step on her bare toes and just rest my head against her shoulder. 
    

    
      “Hey,” she whispers into my hair. 
    

    
      “Hi,” I sigh. She releases me and pulls me inside. I slip off my shoes by the door and drop my bag. I lead us into her room and bring her down next to me on the bed where we crawl across her covers and I
       
      open up my arm for her to snuggle into, which she does. Her in my arms is one of my favorite things in the world. My happiness at her closeness war with the remorse I feel for upsetting her this morning. “So, I was thinking. I’m really sorry about earlier. You took that all better than I could have hoped.”
    

    
      “As I’ve told you, you don’t have to apologize. I’m sorry I just sprung.. that on you,” she says carefully.
    

    
      “No, don’t be,” I demand. “It’s been a long time since anyone said that they love me and I don’t think I deserve your love, or anyone’s, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like what we have. You’re a bright spot in my life and as long as you want to have me in yours, I want to be in it. Which brings me to my big question.” Trepidation zips across my skin so I take a deep breath to bolster me. Her face turns toward me, her forehead slightly creasing with anticipation. Without further delay, the words spring from my lips. “Will you be my girlfriend?” 
    

    
      I can see the surprise all over her face a second before she props herself on an elbow and kisses my face all over in quick pecks. She pulls back, grinning ear to ear.
    

    
      “Yes. A thousand times, yes,” Brooke merrily agrees. Her lips are on mine, and with a 
      whoosh
      , the butterflies in my stomach take over. 
      She’s my girlfriend. Maybe I’ll stay more than an hour
      . My hand slides inside the waistband of her sweats. 
      Everything is going to be just fine
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ...
    

    
      
    

    
      I can barely shove my chair into place before I collapse on the floor, avoiding landing on my arm. Despair suffocates me. That happiness that was just shining down on me, my Brooke glow, was violently taken from me. My uncle has never hurt me in anger before. It might not seem like it, but his behavior is calculated. They are my punishments for being alive, for being a parasite on his life. I accept that. They have always been constant, consistent. 
    

    
      But tonight, this was out of anger. He always keeps the bruises in places easily hidden. I’ve never so much as received a backhand to my face. 
      Well, not anymore
      . The stinging and throbbing in my jaw and cheek are a testament to his savage rage. His yelling turned belligerent even after I gave him his money. The deviation in the routine seemed to send him over the edge. Maybe I shouldn’t have gone to the Halloween party or not come home. 
    

    
      He doesn’t usually ask about my whereabouts because he has ways to make his expectations known, but for the last few weeks my time with Brooke has been changing my schedule. My left wrist is in so much pain. 
      I don’t care. It was worth it for the night with Brooke
      . To be close to her, to sleep next to her, would be worth anything. Without consent, tears flow down my face. But instead of fighting them, I release them. I let out the pain, the despair, the fear welling up inside of me. I push my face into the carpet to try and muffle it; I don’t want him to know. 
      Everything is changing, I’m changing
      .
    

    
      My cries have morphed into pathetic whimpering when I hear my phone go off. I don’t have the energy to get up so I use my foot and hook it in the strap of my bag on the floor and scoot it closer. I use my right arm to dig it out and see that it’s a text from Brooke. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Is it tomorrow yet? I miss my girlfriend
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart lurches at seeing her call me her girlfriend. A taste of that glow, the one I get in the bubble with her, creeps in. I miss it, miss her. The pain in my body is forcefully invading the happy thoughts so I push it away harder and surround myself in Brooke. I try remembering the joy she gives me. But sudden doubt surfaces. 
      If I believe I deserve punishment and pain, how can I let myself be with Brooke?
       She causes none of that, only happiness and pleasure. 
      But I want her. I don’t want to not deserve her.
       My thoughts turn to my mom. She was the last person to love me and I let her be murdered. I wish I could talk to her. I wish I could tell her how sorry I am. If she could answer me, would she want me to be punished for failing her or would she want me to be happy? Would the penance I’ve already paid the last seven years be enough for her? 
    

    
      The ache in my face has subsided somewhat during my internal musings. I click the camera open on my phone and use it for a mirror as I examine the damage. The skin is still mostly bright red with some darker spots which means that it will definitely be a bruise. It covers the right side of my cheek and jaw. Panic claws at me. 
      I can’t hide this
      . I try to calm myself with rational thoughts. I can look up how to cover it with make-up on the internet. I don’t own any, but I could easily go out in the morning to the drugstore and buy some. I might not have to miss class, but there’s no way I can show up at Brooke’s even if I get it covered. She already sees too much. I switch over to her message and try to figure what I can say to cancel on her without her somehow thinking I regret asking her to be my girlfriend. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I miss my girlfriend, too. I might be up all night with homework. I’ll text in the morning but I might sleep in.
       Then in the morning I can buy myself some more time before I see her again.
    

    
      Oh. Okay. Well, good luck with the studies. Goodnight, Em. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I can’t bring myself to text her back because I hate this feeling of dishonesty. Even when the beatings started when I was twelve, I knew to hide them. I don’t know how. Instinctively, I suppose. It was like at the same time my body was hurting, the guilt I felt lightened. Then when the pain of my punishments faded, I would be punished again and the cycle has just continued for years. 
    

    
      But now, it feels so wrong to hide it from Brooke. I’ve shared so much with her. Yet, I don’t think she would understand. I grimace as I pull myself up to a sitting position and scoot to the bottom drawer of my dresser. I tie an ace bandage around my left wrist. It really needs ice to keep the swelling down, but I can’t go out there until he’s asleep. I can still hear him growling at the television, so I have to wait. I carefully lift up my shirt to inspect the damage. My ribs and abdomen are splotched with red but my arm took the brunt of his punches. I can’t see my back at all, but it only feels tender from tensing my muscles. 
    

    
      I pull out my pajamas and listen at the door for a long time. When I can’t hear him or the t.v. anymore, I push the chair out of the way and cross over to the bathroom and shut the door gently, I quickly wash up as best I can before I switch to my pajamas. When I get back to my room, I lock and barricade the door again. I’ll wait for an hour and then sneak out for some ice. I grab a flashlight from under my bed and turn it on before I switch off my light. Using the flashlight, I find my bag and drag it over to my bed. I pull out my tylenol and my bottle of water. Might as well get some homework done.   
    

    
      I have 
      a 
      ten page paper due right before Thanksgiving, which becomes a twenty page paper at the end of the semester. It’s nothing I can’t handle, but I am slightly concerned with my left arm and its typing capability. The bulk of it is done, it just requires editing and composing a reference page. Ordinarily, this is not problem. As my ancient laptop boots up, I analyze my life. 
    

    
      School has been my number one priority, since it’s the best chance I have at opening and running a successful restaurant. My mom always talked about us opening one together. She wanted to name it after us; It would be smaller and informal and she wanted to create the menus. She loved cooking,
       
      but only succeeded in taking a few classes before it became too hard with a baby. She had me when she was really young and never looked for any help, financial or otherwise. My father was never in the picture and the only family my mom had was her mom and brother. She didn’t talk to either of them, but she would never tell me why. With bills to pay, she started waitressing instead of going to culinary school. My mom was intelligent and dedicated so she was able to work her way up, eventually becoming the manager. She always meant to go back to school and get a formal culinary education. I saw the pamphlets she stuck in her cookbooks. But she never got the chance. 
    

    
      In that way, we are a lot alike. My true love is cooking. It’s exhilarating and satisfying to create something for people to enjoy. It’s an outlet for artistic expression and gives me a sense of adventure, of accomplishment. The only reason I have been working so hard to make the restaurant happen is because I want to do it in honor of my mom. 
      Maybe as a form of atonement?
       But right now, alone in the dark, I can take out my real dream and look at it. I want to go to culinary school more than anything. I don’t want to take business classes that bore me to tears. I want to learn about different cultures through food. I want to travel everywhere and immerse myself. If only it were that simple. I mean I robbed my mother of her dream. It wouldn’t be right to live out mine when I destroyed hers. Would it? I used to think I had all of the answers, until Brooke. The computer finally flickers to life, so I force my attention to it.   
    

    
       
      I have to figure out the right format for referencing an online article found in an e-print of a professional journal, because it’s so ridiculously nuanced that I’ll never remember it. It’s way slower going with one hand than I even expected it. My frustration is skyrocketing. Somehow,I keep highlighting an entry and deleting it when I try to type in the title of the article. I try to move my wrapped wrist and the pain is so intense that I break out into a sweat. I finally manage to use the tip of my index finger. If I type gently, it doesn’t hurt much, but it is so exhausting. I save my document and shut down, shoving everything back into my bag, trying to keep all of my emotions at bay. After I triple check the sounds in the house, I tiptoe to the kitchen, holding my breath as I pass his room. I quietly pull a plastic sandwich bag from a drawer and remove a tray of ice from the freezer. Rather than risk waking him up with the noise from the ice, I just bring it all back into my room. I stuff as much ice as I can into the bag, wrap it in a towel, and set my alarm extra early so I can sneak the tray back into the freezer before it’s found missing. My body deflates when I push myself under the covers. Every part of me is beyond weary. I lay on my side so I can set the ice between my right cheek and my left wrist. It’s not very comfortable but the ice is a welcome discomfort and it isn’t long before darkness blankets my thoughts and I slip into sleep. 
    

    
                It’s only a few hours before my alarm startles me awake. My body is stiff and resistant to movement. My pillow and blankets are wet from the melted ice. When my limbs cooperate, I press a towel into the wet spots. I quietly make it to the kitchen and refill the ice tray and put it away. I follow my normal routine, grab clothes and a quick shower. In the mirror, I can see that I am going to have my work cut out for me with the bruise. It’s a fierce dark red but luckily it’s on my lower jaw, close to my ear. My hair can help hide it from view. I check my wrist and it’s swollen and sore with fingerprint bruises from when he moved it out of the way of his final blow. I do a full body inspection and don’t see any visible marks on my stomach or back. I keep my hair down and run my fingers through it over and over in the hopes that it dries bigger and frizzier. I wrap my arm again and slip out of the house with my bag.
    

    
      When I pull into the drugstore, I take some more pain medicine before pulling out my phone and researching what makeup to get. It says to get green tinted concealer for red bruises, foundations, and a powder. It also recommends distraction makeup, like a bright colored eyeshadow or lip in order to keep the eyes there and away from the bruise. I can already tell I’m going to fail at this but I have to try. I grab a basket and head for an aisle appropriately labelled. There are hundreds of tiny packages hanging there. I pick as best as I can and try to match my skin tone while also picking a mascara, a blush, and a dark pink lip gloss. I want to go to Brooke and beg her to help me, but then I would have to show her and explain it, but she won’t understand it. How could she? I’m not sure I understand it anymore. 
      What would happen if I told her?
       Would she finally be disgusted with me? 
      I don’t know. I can’t risk telling her.
       After I buy everything, I use their bathroom to put it on as the website instructed me. 
    

    
      I cake the stuff on and it covers how obvious the bruise is, but it still shows up like a shadow under the foundation. But it’s not as noticeable, at least. If I keep my hair over my face, I can get through the day. I’ll reapply before work. I’m so tired. I need coffee.
       
      I wash up and pack everything away into my bag. Time to head to school. Definitely not to Brooke’s. I’ll have to come up with something to text her, some lie to tell her. 
      I hate this
      . 
      How is this my life?
        
    

    
      
    

    





    
      
    

    
      12
    

    
      
    

    
      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m already sitting at my coffee table, hoping to hear from Emma when she texts me. 
    

    
              
    

    
      Sorry about this morning, headed to school to finish homework. Definitely see you Friday. Hope you have a good day. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Lame.
       Yeah right if she thinks I’m going all week without seeing her. We’re girlfriends, now. 
      Suppress inner girly squeal
      . Our schedules conflict a little bit, but I can catch her at work. I can always use a bowl of pasta. But first, I seriously need to finish my paper due at the end of the week. 
      Blargh. 
      I settle myself into my computer chair and try to get to work. Really, I do. 
    

    
      But somehow I have my search engine open and I’m typing in Emma’s mom’s name and where she was from: Martha Rhodes + restaurant shooting + Maryland. Several thousand hits, but the one I’m looking for is third down. It’s a news report which reports the events of the shooting before it segues into the uprising in gang violence. The article describes three armed teenagers robbing the restaurant and some eyewitness quotes. The security cameras showed the shooters making everyone get on the floor except the manager on duty, Martha Rhodes. A man, Paul Sherman, age 37, was dining at the establishment, Luca’s Ristorante, and tried to step in front of Ms. Rhodes when the shooter shoved him and discharged his weapon at the victim. The autopsy reports that Ms. Rhodes was shot in the head and died instantly at the scene. The shooters fled and were later apprehended. Ms. Rhodes leaves behind a daughter, age twelve. 
    

    
      Whoa
      .  
    

    
      Well, first of all, Emma said her mom was shot in the abdomen. Could the article be wrong? I back out and open up all of the relevant ones into new tabs. After reading through them, it’s clear Emma received misinformation. 
      But how?
       Maybe it would ease her pain to know her mom died instantly, that she didn’t suffer. I want to confirm it before I try to bring it up with her. I start a search for Paul Sherman using his age and previous locations. There are so many hits, but I sift through social media accounts and with the right ages. I narrow it down to a couple, but my instinct says it’s this one. If I’m right and he’s the one, he’s a lawyer and still living in Maryland. He is partners in a firm with someone named Edward Pereti. I find their website, but as I write down the number I hear Morgan letting herself in, so I decide to wait on calling him. I need to do it in private. 
    

    
      “Hey, girl,” I call down to her. 
    

    
      “Good morning. Am I interrupting things down there?” What? 
      Oh.
    

    
      “Ha ha, funny. Emma couldn’t come over today, she’s trying to catch up on her homework. How are you?” I ask as she stops at my bedroom door.
    

    
      “Great. You? You look tired,” she asserts impolitely.
    

    
      “Thanks, Ass. I have news,” I say. Lots of things are going on right now, but this is the one thing I can talk to Morgan about. “Emma asked me to be her girlfriend yesterday. I’m officially off the market.”
    

    
      “What?! That’s awesome. I didn’t know she had it in her. I figured it would be you,” she exclaims. She holds up her fist and I bump it with my own.
    

    
      “Yeah, me either. I was pretty surprised. But in the best way ever. Obviously,” I say.
    

    
      “Wow. I am so happy for you guys. So your official anniversary is November 1st,” Morgan postulates.
    

    
      “Yeah, I guess it is,” I reply. I hadn’t even thought about that. “Well, anyway, make yourself at home, I have to get some work on this paper done, I am so behind.” 
    

    
      “Wonder why,” Morgan says sarcastically. “Did you guys seal the deal?”
    

    
      “Whoa, whoa. A lady never tells. But yes and it was awesome. Better than awesome,” I tell her emphatically. She gives me an unhappy groan. 
    

    
      “Now, I’m officially the only virgin left in any college anywhere. Great. Thanks a lot, Brooke.”
    

    
      “Hey, that’s not a bad thing. Waiting for the right person is worth it,” I say truthfully.
    

    
      “Blah blah, leave me alone Hallmark card,” she says grumpily. 
    

    
      “They have Save Your Virginity cards now? The world is a-changing,” I joke.
    

    
      “Ha. They call them V-cards for your V-cards. Oh jeez, just go do your work and leave me alone with my bitter jealousy. Kay, thanks,” Morgan says dejectedly. 
    

    
      “Okay, okay, you big baby,” I tease. She flips me her middle finger and my laughter follows her down the hallway as she walks back to the living from.  
    

    
      The articles are still open on my screen and my stomach sinks a little bit. I minimize the windows and start working on my paper.
       For real this time
      . It’s an eight page paper on operations and quality business management. I have to highlight the useful tools we’ve discussed in class so far, briefly explain what they are, their importance and how to effectively use them for the success of a business. I crack open my textbook and start typing vigorously, only stopping to adjust which foot I’m sitting on from time to time. 
    

    
      Almost two hours later Morgan leans against my door frame again and peeks in at me. “You going to be ready to go soon? We have like thirty minutes to class,” she informs me.
    

    
      “Yeah, for sure. I’m getting hungry, if I get ready in three, you think we’ll have enough time to grab lunch from the cafeteria?” I ask her hopefully. They make the best chicken pitas. 
    

    
      “Hells yeah. I need a grilled cheese in my life. Move it, sister,” she commands. 
    

    
      Morgan heads back toward the living room as I shut down and shove my feet into my boots. I lace them up, grab my stuff and we’re out the door. On the drive, she regales me with the story of how she became obsessed with the cafeteria’s grilled cheese sandwiches, involving bribing the personnel to add an extra slice of cheese. The girl really loves her cheese. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Naturally we have to park in fucking Egypt. It reminds me of the first day I met Morgan, actually. Thankfully, this day isn’t as hot. In fact, it’s cool and airy. I’m feeling it. I find a nice breeze very refreshing and it adds a little pep to my step. By the time we reach the cafeteria, I feel invigorated and hopeful. Whatever I find out about Emma’s mom, we can handle it together. Emma wants to be with me, and right now, that’s all I need to know. As her girlfriend, I can help her realize she deserves love. In time, I can help her see that her mother wouldn’t want her to blame herself. Maybe she’ll even learn to love me back. 
      I got this
      . 
    

    
      Naturally, I push on the door labelled PULL and Morgan snorts in laughter behind me. 
      Whatever. I still got this
      . 
      Stupid door
      . The cafeteria is teeming with people, so we head straight for the food. Morgan steps in her sandwich line behind two jocks miming plays from some sport and I beeline for the pitas. As I wait, a distinct bacon scent wafts my way and I turn to see Jack in my bubble. 
    

    
      “Sup, dude,” he says to me, mouth full of something.
    

    
      “Hey, there. How are you? Did you get my email about putting that stuff together the weekend before Thanksgiving?” I ask him. We’re basically done with our group project apart from a peer survey, then putting it all together and sending it off. 
    

    
      “Yeah, that works for me,” Jack replies. “How are things with you and Emma?” I don’t know how much he knows, so I just go with a generic response.
    

    
      “Great,” I say. 
      It would be inappropriate to shout that we’re girlfriends who have hot, hot sex. Right? 
    

    
      “Awesome, because I was wondering what your plans are for the holiday?” he asks over another bite of his burger. I hadn’t given it much thought. I usually just ignore Thanksgiving and eat mac and cheese by myself. 
    

    
      “I don’t have any. I’m plan free. Why do you ask?” I reply.
    

    
      “Because I’m extending an invite from my mom to you. She wants you to join us at our house for Thanksgiving dinner. I was going to ask Ems if it was cool, but I saw you first,” Jack tells me before chugging his soda.
    

    
      “Really? Does Emma spend it with your family usually?” I ask surprised. 
    

    
      “Duh, she’s practically been cooking the whole thing since she was sixteen. The restaurant is always closed,” he states. “So, can I tell my mom you’re coming?”
    

    
      “Aw, you’re such a momma’s boy,” I razz. “Yes, I’d love to come, thank you.” I’m genuinely touched. Plus, it will be fantastic to spend Thanksgiving with my girlfriend. 
    

    
      “Shut it. I love my mommy,” Jack says with a frown. 
    

    
      “She is pretty great,” I placate. 
    

    
      “I gotta jet. I’ll text you times for our project meetup,” he says while wiping his hands on his shorts. 
    

    
      “Cool. See you.” I wave goodbye with a giddy grin on my face. If Emma doesn’t have work or school, I get to have an entire day with her. I watch as Jack leaves the cafeteria in his long, careless strides before turning back to my line. 
    

    
      I order my pita and grab a bag of chips. Morgan is waiting for me at the condiment station holding out a stack of napkins for me. She has a weird look on her face. We pay and make it all the way to the small two-seater by the window, before I ask, “What?” 
    

    
      “What, what? Don’t you what me. Explain yourself. Who was the tall drink of water?” She grills. 
    

    
      “Huh?” I ask, confused. “Ohhh. That’s Jack.” 
      Tall drink of water? Ha. More like hot mess.
    

    
      “Ah, Jack. The mysterious best friend of the now girlfriend,” she says. “Is he single?”
    

    
      “No idea,” I tell her with a shrug. I never thought to ask him.
    

    
      “Find out. He’s hot and I’m a virgin in need of a tumble,” she declares. Her wanton comment causes me to choke on my chip. Morgan leans forward to thump me on the back, repeatedly and unnecessarily. 
    

    
      “Ow. Fuck, dude, that hurt,” I say about my throat and my back.
    

    
      “Well, you can’t die before you introduce me,” she replies honestly.
    

    
      “Wow, some friend you are. Yeah, alright I’ll look into it. Now let me eat in peace,” I order her. 
    

    
      Morgan’s cheshire cat grin stays during my entire meal, but I ignore her. I’m hoping Emma not coming over today wasn’t about us taking the next step in our relationship. She seemed perfectly happy with it last night. I pull out my phone to text her, but I don’t know what to say and I don’t want to bother her during class. 
      I’ll stop by the restaurant for a visit after class.
       I slip my phone back into my bag, throw the strap over my shoulder and gather my garbage.
    

    
      “I’m going to get to class. See you later?” I ask Morgan.
    

    
      “Yep, text me. Peace in the Middle East,” she says dismissively. I nod and drop my stuff into the bin and head out. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Paying attention in class is nearly impossible when I’m this distracted. Now that a brief worry about Emma regretting asking me to be her girlfriend has been thought, it keeps niggling at me, despite all efforts to not let it. So, naturally, my brain starts replaying every single failed relationship I’ve had and I’m helpless to the onslaught. Apart from my first girlfriend, I haven’t fallen in love with anyone until Emma. I’ve dated a few girls in the last couple of years, but none longer than four months. It just doesn’t work out. Truthfully, I haven’t wanted to fall for anyone, so I haven’t let it happen. 
      The reason
      , I remind myself, 
      is that I moved too often
      . I’ve always loved traveling and it took priority over any girl. 
      I’ve been searching for the perfect picture, not the perfect home
      . But that changed the minute I laid eyes on Emma, somehow. Now I’m at risk for some serious heartache. Heartache I never wanted to experience again. 
    

    
      My right hand twinges and I realize I’ve been squeezing my pen to death. I drop it on my notebook and shake out my hand. The fog clears a bit from my internal turmoil and I try to focus on the man up front. He’s wearing a polo with a geometric design that stretches across his protruding belly when he waves his dry erase marker around animatedly. He has a kind face, with smile lines and a shiny, balding head. He’s laughing at his own joke and when no one joins him he just waves the marker again and continues talking. He’s kind of adorable in a fatherly way. 
    

    
      Not at all like my father, of course, but what I imagine some lucky girls get to have. The kind that comes to school plays and cries when you go to prom and kisses your forehead before bed. My dad was never seen without his long sleeved button down, tucked tightly into his black mom-ironed dress slacks. Meticulously groomed mustache, thick black hair trimmed to perfection. I used to joke with my sister that he wore his suits to bed because I’ve never seen him in anything else. She didn’t find it funny, only commended his dedication to hard work and complimented his dress-for-success attitude. 
      Suck-up
      . Eventually he winds down his speech and frees us. I pack up and head towards my next class. This one I will definitely pay attention to. 
      Uh huh
      .  
    

    
      After this class I’m done for the day and I can head to the restaurant to see Emma. First thing every class, there’s a short essay question on the reading that we have about fifteen minutes to write and submit. Professor Barrow is in her mid-thirties and has fluffy brown hair and really expressive eyebrows. She always wears knee length skirts with sensible black slip-ons. She’s also about seven months pregnant and most of the girls in class only want to talk about the baby. ‘Does she know the sex? Does it have a name? What theme is the nursery?’ I admit that I’m pretty fascinated by it, too. There’s like a living human in there. Crazy. After I finish my question, I decide to message Jack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Hey. Are you single? What’s your type?
       I’m so subtle.
       Luckily, he answers right away.
    

    
      Why, you need some vitamin D? 
           
    

    
      I laugh out loud and reply. 
      Gross! Are you on drugs? No. I’m asking for a friend. And regretting it now
      .
    

    
      You know hugs are my drug of choice. Ok ok sry. No type. What friend?  
    

    
      Someone far too good for you, but she thinks you’re hot. She hasn’t watched you eat yet though. Can I introduce you?
    

    
      Jack doesn’t hesitate to reply. 
      Fo sho.
    

    
      Grow up. I’ll text you the deets later. 
      I write back.
    

    
      Kk.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’s such an ass. Sadly, I actually find him amusing. I don’t know what that says about me. He’s been good to Emma, so I suppose that endears him a bit. I can kinda see him and Morgan hitting it off. 
      Like cheese and bacon, I guess
      . You know, if you’re into bacon. Though a couple named Jack and Morgan makes you wonder if they hit the bottle regularly. I send Morgan a quick text letting her know he wants to meet her. I turn my attention to Professor Barrow as she starts addressing the assignment but my phone buzzes and I glance at it to see that Morgan has sent me a ton of emoticons, including a Satan smiley, a mailbox, an eggplant, a rabbit, and a bunch of big smiling faces. I don’t know what she means but I’m pretty positive it’s sexual, so I don’t reply but just drop the phone into my bag with a smirk.
    

    
      When class finally ends, I walk six thousand miles back to my jeep and head for the restaurant. My nerves are kind of all over the place. My hope is that she was just overloaded with school work. That her not coming over has nothing to do with her regretting being my girlfriend or still freaking out that I told her I loved her. I’m sure it’s fine. 
    

    
      Connie waggles her blue nails at me when I push inside the entrance. I bypass the hostess station and look around for Emma in her section. She’s clearing dishes off of a booth into a gray bucket, but otherwise she only has one table from what I can tell. She would call it a two top. My gut clenches as I force my boots forward. Her hair is falling down over her right shoulder and she keeps pushing it behind her ear. I hear a tiny sigh of frustration when I get close enough.
    

    
      “Hey, Em,” I say. My voice is just above a whisper so I don’t startle her. Her head pops up and looks over her left shoulder at me. 
    

    
      “Oh, hi! What are you doing here?” She asks, looking perplexed. She turns back to the table and wipes it off with a rag from her apron. My brow furrows. This isn’t her usual greeting, by far. 
    

    
      “Sudden craving for pizza. And to see my girlfriend,” I reply, adding the last part tentatively. She pauses in her wiping. She grabs the bucket and moves past me toward to kitchen, silently. “Emma?”
    

    
      “Yeah, grab a booth and I’ll be right back,” she tells me and tosses a small smile over her shoulder. Then she quickly walks off, passing behind the swinging doors before I can open my mouth again. 
      Okay then.
       I sit in the same booth she just cleaned and wait for her to come back. Minutes pass before she finally emerges. She stops at the soda fountain and heads back towards me. As she sets down a water in front of me, she slips into the seat across from me.
    

    
      “Thanks,” I say stupidly. 
    

    
      “Sure thing. Girlfriends get free water,” Emma jests. She gives me a silly grin and my stomach muscles finally loosen. She called me her girlfriend and she’s smiling her real smile. 
      Everything is fine
      .  
    

    
      “Oh, is that right? I feel special,” I joke back. I smile at her and take a minute to study her face. Her eyes are tired and her freckles are invisible underneath makeup, but her smile is definitely genuine. 
      Strange, that she’s wearing makeup
      . She’s been navigating her teenage years without a mother so maybe it makes sense that she’s just now begun to experiment with makeup. I don’t want to make her feel self-conscious, so I decide not to ask her about it.     
    

    
      “That’s right. You’re the specialist,” she says. “I put in an order for a slice of cheese. Did you want any garlic knots today?” She fiddles with the trash from my straw with her right hand. 
    

    
      “Nah, just a slice will do. So, how are you? How was class?” I inquire. 
    

    
      “Boring and a lot of work,” she says with a dramatic eye roll. “You? I’m happy to see you.”
    

    
      “I’m happy to see you, too,” I comment. “Oh, by the way, Jack asked me to come to Thanksgiving to dinner at his house. Is that okay with you?” 
    

    
      “Really? Of course, that sounds great! I’m free the whole day,” Emma says brightly.  
    

    
      “Speaking of Jack, Morgan wants to meet him,” I tell her. “She spotted him in the cafeteria and she made me find out if he’s seeing anyone because he’s cute or something. Crazy, right?”
    

    
      “What!” She exclaims. “Wait… That’s actually brilliant. I think they could be adorable together.” 
    

    
      “I think so, too,” I say and we laugh together. We spend a few more minutes coming up with silly scenarios for introducing them. When Emma stands up I notice she has her wrist wrapped in an elastic bandage. My mirth morphs into concern. “Hey, what happened to your arm?”
    

    
      “Oh.. just me being a klutz this morning,” she says with a dismissive wave. “Okay, pretty girl, I have to go check on my two top and then grab your slice.” She pecks my cheek before she hurries away. I lean back against the booth cushion, lost in thought. 
      Everything seems good. We laughed and she kissed me. So why do my alarm bells keep ringing?
           
    

    
       …
    

    
              It’s almost 6:00 p.m. when I climb into my jeep, but I have to finish what I started earlier. I enter Paul Sherman’s office number into my keypad and listen to the ringing. Six rings and I realize there’s probably no one there this late. I’ll just have to try again tomorrow. I pull the phone away to click end when I hear a male voice.
    

    
              “Good evening, Sherman and Pereti,” is says. 
    

    
              “Uh, hi. Yes, I’m looking to speak with Paul Sherman. Is he available?” I ask. 
    

    
              “Speaking, may I ask who is calling?”
    

    
              “My name is Brooke but I’m calling in regards to an incident involving a restaurant shooting that you were witness to. Do I have the right Paul Sherman?” 
    

    
              “Unfortunately, you do. You’re talking about the incident at Luca’s nearly ten years ago?” He asks me in a deep voice. 
    

    
      “Yes, I am. Good, it’s you,” I say with relief. “Listen, I’m very sorry to bring it up. I know it  must have been a traumatic time for you, but it’s important that I ask you something related to it.” I hesitate to say anything further. I want to give him the opportunity to refuse talking about it.
    

    
      “Go ahead,” he says instead. I clear my throat before continuing.
    

    
      “Martha Rhodes, is it true that she was… that they.. was she shot in the head? I’m sorry to ask,” I say as carefully as I can. There’s no good way to say something so horrible.
    

    
      “Why are you asking me this? Are you a reporter? A police officer?” He demands.
    

    
      “No, I know it seems terribly rude, but I’m a close friend of Ms. Rhodes’ daughter and I’ve been trying to get some details straight,” I tell him. 
    

    
      “Wait, you know Emmaline?” He asks, his voice changing from suspicious to surprise. 
    

    
      “I do. Did you know her?” I ask, puzzled.
    

    
      “Oh my god. Thank god. Is she okay?” He implores urgently.
    

    
      “She is… how do you know her?” 
    

    
      “Well, Martha, was my girlfriend for nearly three years. I had come to think of Emma as my own daughter,” he explains. “I can’t believe this. Where are you?” 
    

    
      “We’re in Virginia,” I answer. “I vaguely remember Emma mentioning you, but I didn’t know that your relationship with her mom was that serious.”
    

    
      “Virginia. So she’s with Martha’s brother then,” he murmurs to himself. “I couldn’t find anything out. Martha would never have wanted her to be there, though. I have regretted every single day since that we didn’t make it official. Martha and I had talked about getting married, but she wanted to take it slow for Emma’s sake. If we’d had time I would have married her and adopted Emma as my own. In a flash, I lost the love of my life and her daughter. To answer your question, Emma didn’t know how serious we were. She was so young and we thought we had all the time in the world.” His voice breaks and I can hear his uneven breaths through the phone.
    

    
      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Sherman. I can’t even imagine how painful it must be for you,” I tell him. Tears are brimming my eyes, thinking about him witnessing the love of his life getting murdered in cold blood in front of him. 
    

    
      “Is Emma there with you? I’d love to speak to her, if she’s willing,” his voice is still clogged with emotion. 
    

    
      “No, she’s not, I’m sorry. She doesn’t actually know I was going to reach out to you,” I say, guilt pecking away at me. 
    

    
      “Oh, I see. How do you know her exactly? Why were you calling to confirm how Martha died?” He asks.
    

    
      “Well, um, I’m her girlfriend,” I admit. “I asked because there was a discrepancy in what Emma was told and what the news articles claimed. I needed to see which one was right.”
    

    
      “I see. I can tell you care for her a great deal and that makes me very happy,” he says. He takes a deep breath. “Martha lost her life instantly from the gunshot to her head. How did Emma believe she was killed?” 
    

    
      “Then the articles were right. Somehow, Emma came to believe that she died in agony from a bullet wound to the stomach,” I reply. 
    

    
      “Oh, good heavens, no,” Paul gasps in horror. “Who would have told a child that? Was it her uncle? Martha always said he was an unpleasant man. After her mother, Emma’s grandmother, disowned her for getting pregnant before marriage, she sought out her brother for some familial connection. All her attempts were unsuccessful. I hope he’s changed for the better with Emma in his life.”
    

    
      “I haven’t met him and Emma doesn’t mention him much. She barely talks to me about her family at all. She keeps a lot bottled up inside of her. She feels incredibly responsible for her mother’s death,” I reveal.
    

    
      “Oh my. There is so much I want to talk to her about. Do you think you could tell her we talked and that I would love to speak with her? Please? I can fly there to talk in person if she is okay with that,” he asks earnestly.
    

    
      “Yes, I can tell her. She’s at work right now, but I’ll talk to her when I see her in person. She doesn’t know that I’ve called and I need to explain it to her gently,” I say. “But thank you so much for answering my questions.” 
    

    
      I jot down his cell phone number and we say our goodbyes. I glance at the restaurant and debate going in to talk to her now, but she’s in the middle of her dinner rush. Besides, I need to figure out a way to broach this subject with her. I back out of my parking space and head home, my thoughts falling all over each other.
    

    
      ... 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Over the course of the next three weeks, I never worked up the nerve to tell her I spoke to Paul. No time ever seemed the right time to drop that kind of bomb on her. Tomorrow is Thanksgiving and I really can’t tell her on a holiday. I called Paul and told him that I haven’t talked her yet, but that I still mean to. He was understanding and said that he’s waited so long to hear from her and that he’s just happy to know that she’s alive and healthy. 
    

    
       Emma is off at nine tonight and she’s going to stay the night for the fourth time. Every morning waking up next to her has been incredible. Her sleepy eyes and tangled hair melt my heart, but I haven’t so much as uttered the word love around her. When she looks at me though, her eyes shine. And she’s been very affectionate. When we went to the movies, she snuggled her head on my shoulder the entire time. She held my hand all through a trip to the grocery store, like she didn’t want to let go. At night, when she sleeps over, she touches me like… like she loves me. Maybe I’m imagining it. Even if she doesn’t love me, what we have is better than anything I’ve ever experienced. In time she will come to see that I really do love her. I’ll just be patient until then.
    

    
      I hear the knock on my door and roll my eyes. No matter how many times I tell her she can just come in, she still knocks. When I open the doors I get a whiff of Italian spices on her and it’s delicious.
    

    
      “Hi,” she says as she slides her shoes off and drops her bag on the floor. She slumps into my waiting arms and I rub my hand lightly up and down her back.
    

    
      “Hi, welcome home,” I tell her. “How was work?” I can’t see her face so I don’t know if she flinched when I said ‘home’ but she probably did. 
      One day, though. One day
      .  
    

    
      “Loooong. How was your day? How did the meeting with that guy go?” She asks and releases me, heading to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. 
      “That guy”
       is middle-age George Adderson. He just opened a business near the flower shop that caters to canines, called Scrub-A-Pup. 
    

    
      “Great, he wants to do a pretty generic website. He had no idea what I was talking about, I’m glad Barabara recommended me to him. After that, I did laundry,” I reply. “Have you eaten?” 
    

    
      “That was nice of her. Yeah, I had something at the restaurant. Did you finish off the leftover chicken parm?” Emma asks.
    

    
      “Yes, it was perfect, thank you. Wanna cuddle and watch a movie?”
    

    
      “Absolutely. Your pick, I’m going to take a quick shower,” she says with a grin. She starts stripping on her way to the bathroom and I suddenly realize I’m feeling very, very dirty. I should probably shower again.
    

    
      
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do you tell if it’s done?” I ask. We’re leaning down in front of the oven, looking in its tiny window. We’ve been over at Jack’s house since the buttcrack of dawn. We watched the parade and played a few card games in between getting the food ready. 
    

    
      “Oh, I know, I know, pick me!” Jack calls from the other side of the countertop. He’s picking at the remaining finger foods while he watches football. I eye him doubtfully and he winks at me.
    

    
      “Okay, smarty pants, how?” Emma asks as she stands up. She leans on the counter with her arms crossed.
    

    
      “Duh, the smell test,” he states. “Does it smell done? Yes? Boom, done.”
    

    
      “Right, of course, the smell test. How did I never think of that?” Emma asks sarcastically. “And then I guess after I smell it, I could stick a thermometer in it. Just to double check.” 
    

    
      “That’s what she said,” Nicholas claims as he passes by and grabs the last mini quiche from the plate before dropping back down next to his dad on the couch. They both shout at the same time at whatever just happened in the game. Gail is pacing around the dining room talking on the phone with her sister who lives in California. Jack says it’s normal for them to talk for hours because they’re super close, they just rarely get together for holidays.
    

    
      Emma takes the potatoes off the stove and drains the boiling water. She patiently teaches me how to make mashed potatoes, gravy, and stuffing. When she checks the temperature on the turkey, she announces that it’s done. We all converge at the table but before anyone begins eating we all take a turn saying what we are thankful for. Even Jack takes it seriously.
    

    
      “I’m thankful for the food and joy that surrounds me,” he tells everyone.
    

    
      “I’m so thankful to have all of you in my life and for being right here, right now,” I say when it’s my turn. Emma nods agreement, our hands already entwined under the table. Her lips curve up into her special smile and I get lost in her sparkling eyes. 
    

    
              
      “I’m thankful for being able to share this meal with all of my favorite people,” says Emma. 
    

    
      At last, we all clink our glasses together and dig in. As I watch Emma eat, I reflect on our first Thanksgiving together. My lips curve up into an admiring grin. I don’t know how she does it, but I fall just a little more in love with her every day. 
    

    
      Her birthday is in four days and on every one of those days she either has work or school. Except for tomorrow because I made a secret call to Joe. He was more than happy to give me a day for her. I’m going to wake her up bright and early and take her to see the Atlantic. She’s never been there so there’s no time like the present to start crossing off places from her bucket list. I even made her a road trip playlist and packed an entire duffle bag of necessities: a warm blanket, changes of clothes, combos, candy bars, and other essentials. 
    

    
      Once we’ve stuffed ourselves to capacity, we all pitch in to make containers of leftovers and clean up. One football game ends and another starts, drawing the attention of all four of the men and Gail. She takes a seat right on Dave’s lap and they start talking about some injured player that’s finally back in the game. Emma finds me standing behind the couch and wraps her arms around my waist from the side. 
    

    
      “Want to watch football or want to go home?” She asks in a whisper close to my ear. It tickles. I wonder if she called it home because it’s my home or if she’s starting to think of it as hers, too. 
      A girl can dream
      . I tighten my arm around her and peck the tip of her cute nose.  
    

    
      “Home, most definitely.”
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      Emmaline
    

    
               
      Some kind of feather light tapping pulls me from a very lovely slumber. One eye is smushed against a soft pillow, so I open the other bleary one a tiny bit. Brooke is stretched out and staring at me, looking happy as can be. I blink a few times and realize it’s still dark out. 
    

    
      “Is it morning or night?” I ask, my voice thick with sleep. “And why are you smiling like that? It’s highly alarming.”
    

    
      “It’s morning and I’m smiling because you’re adorable when you sleep. Did you know you snore a little bit? It’s less snore and more cat purring, though,” she mentions thoughtfully.
    

    
      “You’re adorable,” I tell her. “And no, I had no idea and I could have gone the rest of my life without knowing. Wait. Did you wake me up just to tell me I snore?” I roll over and stretch my arm across her waist.
    

    
      “No, of course not. I woke you up because we have somewhere to be,” she says giddily. I search my sleepy brain for any knowledge of what she’s talking about. It comes up totally empty. I don’t have to be at work until eleven. 
    

    
      “Uh.. we do? Where?” I ask, now more confused. For the first time in a long time, I’ve been getting decent sleep and I’m starting to become pretty fond of it. Which means, the only place I have to be is right here, sleeping next to my incredibly beautiful girlfriend. 
    

    
      “It’s a surprise. A really good surprise, I promise,” she placates.
    

    
      “So, you’re saying I have to get up now?” I ask lamentably. 
      She’s up early on her day off and it’s a surprise. Hmm. 
      Brooke loves sleep more than anyone else in the entire world. What could she be up to?
    

    
      “Yes, sleepyhead, but I have coffee waiting for you,” she answers in a singsong voice.
    

    
      “Oh, thank god, I love… coffee.” 
      Holy crap
      ,
       I almost said ‘you’
      . She pushes herself out of bed and grabs my hands and starts pulling me off of the bed. I tug one hand away and cling to the sheets. “Noooo! I’m not ready to leave the warm, happy place. You can’t make me! Ah!” I yelp as we both hit the floor with a thud. Her warm laugh is music to my ears.
    

    
      “If I tell you the surprise will you promise to behave and get dressed like a grown up?” She beseeches.
    

    
      “Maybe,” I say indifferently. 
    

    
      “What if I tell you 
      and
       give you a kiss?” She asks. I pretend to think it over before I nod judiciously.
    

    
      “I accept. But don’t ruin the surprise. I’ll just take the kiss. And the coffee,” I tell her. She leans over my sprawled body on the floor and her lips kiss me sweetly. I let her pull me to a stand and lead me toward the heavenly smell. I see a big duffle bag by the door and my eyebrows shoot up. “Are we hiding a dead body? Is that the surprise?” 
    

    
      She laughs and shakes her head at me. She lets me enjoy the coffee before she sends me off to shower. The news that she showered without me before I woke up, fills me with sadness. I’m addicted to seeing her naked. 
    

    
      After three attempts to carry the duffle bag on her own, she finally relents and lets me help her carry it down two flights of stairs and all the way to her jeep. We’re both breathless by the time we shove it into the jeep, where it barely fits. I watch Brooke review her mental list on her fingers, she excels at being prepared for anything. I’ve always hated surprises, but Brooke seems to love them. To be fair, I haven’t hated any of hers. All of hers have been perfect. She gets me. We both climb into our seats and she reaches into her center console and hands me two CDs labeled Our First Road Trip 1 and Our First Road Trip 2.
    

    
      “Put the first one in when we get on the highway,” Brooke tells me.
    

    
      “The highway? B, where are we going? I have work in a few hours, remember?” I ask, concerned that she legitimately forgot.
    

    
      “No, you don’t,” she claims. “And you can’t have a genuine road trip if you don’t hit the highway.” 
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘no I don’t’? Yes I do, at eleven,” I tell her matter-of-factly.
    

    
      “What I mean is that, no, you really don’t,” Brooke says with a grin. “I talked to Joe and you have the day off, with pay.”
    

    
      “Really? When? How? Why?” I ask her rapid-fire. 
    

    
      “You’re so full of questions today,” she says in feigned exasperation. “He said to consider it a birthday present. Please, relax. You’re the DJ today.” That just adds to all of my unanswered questions. I try to piece everything together. She got me off work, we’re getting on the highway, and evidently it’s a road trip so long it requires CDs.
    

    
      “Okay, okay. I give. Where are you taking me?” I say a few minutes later. I’ve come up with blanks so far. Her eyes meet mine and she grins.
    

    
      “We’re going to the beach,” she answers me cheerfully.
    

    
      “What!? Are you serious?” I whoop with excitement.
    

    
      “Yes!” 
    

    
      “We’re going to the beach? We’re going to the beach! Yay!” I shout joyously. “Road trip!” I lean over and kiss her, repeatedly all over her face. I’ve always wanted to see the beach. She just laughs and I release her face.
    

    
      “You’re so cute. Alright. Let’s do this,” she says and starts the engine.
    

    
      “You are the best,” I tell her sincerely. I buckle my seatbelt and grab the CDs again. “Okay, I’m ready to jockey your discs.” She holds up her fist and I bump it with mine. As she backs out of her spot, I study her profile. She is really the most thoughtful person I have ever met. I can’t even believe she’s my girlfriend. She makes me feel like the luckiest person in the world. 
    

    
      Over the next three hours, we listen to music, chat, and stop for breakfast at a diner. It’s mostly a gigglefest because we’re both hyper. We’re amped to spend the day together, at the beach. She tells me funny stories about her brother and a few about her mom. Her stories make me laugh but also get me thinking. It sounds like she misses them, or misses what they used to have. I think she should reach out to them, just to see how they are, but she says she isn’t ready. It seems to me that Brooke carries around some hurt from the way they shut her out of their lives. As if it was easy to forget the seventeen years they spent being her family. 
    

    
      I want to make up for all that time she spent alone, feeling abandoned and unwanted. I want to remind her as often as I can that she’s wonderful. Of course, she never expresses those feelings, but it’s there, in the words she doesn’t say. She’s been so tough since then. Not letting anything close enough to hurt her like that. Maybe she believes that by being upfront about who she is, people can’t just unexpectedly desert her like her family did. Each moment we spend together, that sad part of her brightens just a tiny bit. It’s inspiring to watch. 
      If she can overcome her past, perhaps I can, too.
       
    

    
      When we arrive, we eagerly hop out of the car and stretch. It’s an absolutely beautiful day, cool and breezy, but sunny. I can faintly smell salt in the air as I take in the people milling about. Brooke slips her camera strap over her neck, meets me on my side of the car, and takes my hand into hers.
    

    
      “Ready?” She asks, her pretty eyes shining.
    

    
      “Yes!” I bounce on my toes in anticipation.
    

    
       When I finally catch sight of the sand and the dark blue ocean, I gasp. 
      It’s so big
      . Bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. I squish Brooke into the biggest hug before taking off down the sand. I watch as the water laps the sand and I lean down to feel it with my hand. It’s freezing. Brooke laughs hysterically and keeps repeating my yelp of surprise. I have to threaten to throw her in before she agrees stop doing it.  
    

    
      We spend a few hours wandering the boardwalk, hand in hand. We stop in a shop and Brooke buys us matching rainbow seashell bracelets. A lot of people are riding bikes and pushing strollers, so we make up all kinds of silly stories about who they are. Brooke takes a hundred pictures of everything. It’s all so different than anything I’ve seen. I can’t even get over the smell of the ocean. My eyes try to take in everything, but it’s impossible. Sometimes I turn to look at Brooke, but I always find her watching me first. It makes my stomach flip every time. 
    

    
      After we stop for lunch, she takes me to the Virginia Aquarium, the coolest place on the planet. I get to see sharks, penguins, turtles, seals, otters, and tanks of colorful fish. It takes a few hours, but we see everything the aquarium has to offer. At the gift shop, Brooke buys me a small stuffed animal penguin. Later on when she goes to the bathroom, I pop back in and buy a matching one to give her later. Penguins mate for life.
    

    
      “We’ve just got one last thing to do before we head back home,” Brooke says as we leave the Aquarium. The sky has begun darkening and the cold breeze is picking up. I shiver in response and she loops her arm around my shoulders. She comes to a stop next to the passenger door of the jeep but as her arm reaches out to open it, I stop her. I bring a hand to her cheek and kiss her. 
    

    
      “This has been the best day ever. I can’t thank you enough for bringing me here,” I say.  Words can’t even express how I feel.     
    

    
      “No thanks necessary. Happy early birthday,” Brooke replies. She kisses me again before opening the door for me. 
    

    
      We go to a drive through coffee house and she orders me my favorite coffee and gets herself a hot chocolate. When I ask her if that was the last stop, she just shakes her head. She ends up taking me to 2nd street to see the Holiday Lights. It’s an incredible display of colorful lights, both animated and stationary. There are Christmas trees, garland, and lights lining the hotels. It all looks so magical. We drive through, ooh’ing, ahh’ing, and pointing out our favorite decorations. When we get to the end of 34th street, I feel the happiest I’ve ever been. Every date with her just gets better and better. But for some reason, this one feels different. I can’t pin it down exactly how, but I just know that it does. 
    

    
      Brooke looks tired and since I’m wired from the caffeine, I convince her to let me drive us home. She helps me navigate the streets back to the highway and then takes of the job as DJ. Brooke puts on her road trip mix and relaxes back into her seat, singing along. After an hour or so, we stop and have a quick dinner at a burger joint. It has a huge jukebox and Brooke’s eyes light up with she sees it. She digs our coins from her wallet and comes up with a plan.
    

    
      “We don’t have a song. As a couple, this is a huge issue. We’re going to walk over to the jukebox put in the money, close our eyes, and we’re pick a random button and that will be our song,” she insists.
    

    
      “Wait, if our eyes are closed, how will we know when it comes on that it’s ours?” I ask her.
    

    
      “Good point. Okay, after we press a button, we look at the song. When it comes on, we dance to it,” she suggests.
    

    
      “Dance? Like in front of people?”
    

    
      “There’s five people in here, Emma. People we will never see again,” she tells me. “Please, will you dance with me?” 
    

    
      “Oh, fine,” I say. I can’t say no to her after she’s given me the best day of my life. 
    

    
      We do just like she suggested. We put the quarters into the slot and then we close our eyes. With clasped hands, we lead each other to a random white button. We quickly scroll through the lists of songs to find what will be our song. Brooke finds it first and dissolves into uncontrollable laughter. She uses her index finger to point it out.
    

    
      “Jailhouse Rock?” I ask through my own fit of giggles.
    

    
      “So much for a romantic ballad,” Brooke says. 
    

    
      When our song finally comes on, she still makes me dance with her and we’re breathless from exertion and laughter. We both agree that it’s the best song ever. When we get back to the jeep, I can see the heat I feel reflecting in her eyes. We lean in to kiss each other at the same time. Countless long, passionate kisses right in the parking lot. When we separate, it’s only because I’m eager to get her home where I can finish what we just started. 
    

    
              As we pass a billboard for a theme park, I tell Brooke about the time my mom and her boyfriend, Paul, took me to Six Flags when I was ten. My mom was terrified of rollercoasters but Paul rode every single one with me. My mom loved the bumper cars though. 
    

    
      “So you like rollercoasters, huh?” Brooke asks. She digs out two candy bars from the duffle bag, tears one open and hands it to me as I drive. 
    

    
      “Love them, what about you?” I ask before taking a bite of chocolate goodness. 
    

    
      “I love them, too. We should go to an amusement park soon. I don’t want to brag or anything, but I’m amazing at winning stuffed animals at those games,” she says while chewing.
    

    
      “Sounds like I need to see it to believe it,” I assure her.
    

    
      “I see how it is,” she responds. “Alright, we’ll go over Christmas break, then.”
    

    
      “Deal,” I say gladly. 
      My life is awesome.
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s pretty late by the time we get back to the apartment and we both have to pee, so we ditch the duffle bag and race up the stairs. Winner gets the bathroom first, so I let her win despite my near bursting bladder. After my turn, we take a quick shower to rinse of lingering sand and chocolate. Rinsing turns into kissing and we’re back to where we were in the parking lot. Afterwards, we’re sedate and satiated so we snuggle up on the couch with a movie. We make it an hour before we shut it down and head to bed. It feels so normal, so right, as I slide into my spot. She scoots in close to me and rests her head on my shoulder. A pleasant silence settles over us as I rub her back tenderly. I hear her breathing even out as she falls asleep. My eyes study the ceiling as I listen. 
    

    
      She’s become the most important person to me in the whole world. I’ve only known her for such a short time, but suddenly she’s all I ever think about. When I acknowledge her importance to me, fear creeps in. I worry that she’ll leave my life as quick as she entered it. That somehow I’ll lose her too. It’s enough to make my lungs seize up. Maybe she feels the same way, I do. 
      Afraid
      . 
    

    
      But instead of pushing each other or running away, we’re here together. Every day we choose to be a part of each other’s life and that has to count for something. We know we could be taken from each other at any moment for any reason, but still we stay. 
      Is it madness? Hope? Could it be love?
       Despite, needing to be up early for work tomorrow, I spend the next hour examining our entire relationship together. Eventually, a moment before I fall asleep, my mind conclusively releases the answer.
    

    
      It must be love.
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      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      I woke up to her getting ready for work. She kissed me long and hard before leaving. Yesterday was amazing. She was so giddy, it was like watching a kid in a candy store. Her big blue eyes were wide with wonder and amazement the whole day. I took an embarrassing amount of candid shots of her. Spending that much time with her all to myself was just as glorious as I imagined it would be. An image of her wild morning hair and pink lips pop into my mind. When I woke her up, for a split second, I thought she was going to tell me she loved me. She didn’t, but I think she wanted to. I look down and fondly touch the rainbow seashell bracelet there.  
    

    
      Right after she left for work this morning, reality set back in and I started to feel really awful for not telling her about Paul. When she talked about him yesterday, it was on the tip of my tongue. I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to ruin our perfect day together by bringing up her painful past. 
      I have to tell her today
      . I’ll call her after she gets off work and I’ll ask her to come over so we can talk. She might hate me for bringing it up or for not telling her, but she needs to know. I’ve waited long enough.
    

    
      I spend the rest of the day attempting to drag up the bag from the car and put everything away. I always pack more than I need, but I would hate to really need something and not have it. I’m also used to all of my earthly belongings fitting into my jeep. Instead of obsessing about Emma, I do homework for a few hours. When I finish that, I start Steven’s website and call him to schedule a time to come by and take pictures. He agrees to next week. 
    

    
      After lunch, I start to organize my music by genre just to pass the time. Halfway through, Morgan calls and she tells me about Thanksgiving with her crazy family. She has five siblings, tons of nieces, nephews, and cousins. I try to remember all the names, but none stick. Eventually, she tells me she’ll see me Monday and we hang up. 
    

    
      When nine o’clock finally rolls around I start sweating a little bit. Emma normally gets off at ten, so I try to finish a crossword puzzle in a magazine for the next hour. I only know half of them. Around ten I stand up with my phone, figuring I can call her soon and she’ll be out of the restaurant. Within the next fifteen minutes I’ve worried lines into my carpet. My thoughts run from both ends of the spectrum and everything in between. Either she’s going to hate me for going behind her back, for meddling, or she’s going to thank me for finding someone with answers about her mom. I pick up the phone and click on her icon. It rings repeatedly before going to voicemail. I wasn’t expecting that for some reason. I’ve never gotten her voicemail before. I hang up and hold the phone to my chest. My heart has started beating ridiculously fast and I click her icon again. She picks up on the third ring.
    

    
      “Brooke. Hey,” she says. I can hear her catch her breath.
    

    
      “Emma, hi. Why are you out of breath? You okay?” I ask.
    

    
      “I’m fine. I just got home. What’s
      —,
      ” her voice is cut off by a loud bang.
    

    
      “This isn’t over, give me everything,” a gruff male voice hollers. “Now!” 
      Her uncle?
       
    

    
      “I’m not giving you anything,” Emma says in a quivering voice. The male voice growls and then I hear Emma gasp followed by a whimper. 
    

    
      “Emma?! What’s happening?” I shout in horror but the call has been disconnected.
    

    
       If she’s home, it must be her uncle. Paul Sherman’s words replay in my mind. 
      Oh no, Emma.
       Suddenly, images begin flooding in: the bruises on her back, her arm in a bandage, her telling me she’s clumsy, not letting me walk her to her door. Terror grips me. 
      No, no, no. 
      I race to the counter, grab my keys, and I’m in my jeep in under a minute. I shove into gear and peel out of the parking lot. 
      How could I have missed it?
       My phone is still in my hand and I dial 911 with shaking fingers as I floor it to Emma’s. 
      Please... 
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      Emmaline
    

    
      
    

    
      My scalp is stinging as Uncle Robert grips my hair and screams obscenities at me again. The pain is intense and tears are blurring my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. The violence has escalated these last few weeks. I can only guess at the reason. It could be because I haven’t been home as much and he could feel me slipping out of his control. Or he could have just started drinking heavier and gambling more. But tonight must have been the final straw. For the first time, I said no to him. I told him I wouldn’t give him anything ever again.
    

    
       At first he was dumbfounded, but then he exploded in rage. As I continue to pay the price in suffering, my determination wavers. My newfound spine is bending as my terror grows. I could easily give him the stash in my car, but if he emptied my account again, that’s everything I’ve ever saved. 
      No, I can’t give in now, no matter how much this hurts
      . I want my life to be mine, my money to be mine. I have to stay strong.
    

    
      “Where is it?” He emphasizes his question with another fist to my stomach. This one is so hard my knees buckle and I collapse. When I hit the floor I feel the fistful of hair being ripped out. Pain darkens my vision and my entire torso is on fire as I try to regain my ability to breathe. He shoves me the rest of the way down. From the floor, I can hear him start to empty my drawers. There’s nothing but clothes and homework for him to find. I hear something hard hit the wall and his bellow of frustration. I can’t speak but all the answers I have for him would only add to his outburst. 
    

    
      He was waiting for me to get home like always. My nerves were rigid, like stone. When he realized I wasn’t giving him anything anymore, his punches fell harder. When he stumbled over his cane, I escaped to my room. He wasn’t done with me, though. Not like I thought it was going to be easy. I answered Brooke’s call before I had a chance to secure the lock and chair.   
    

    
      For the first time, I wonder if I should have used those precious seconds to call for help. I’ve never feared death before, maybe because it never seemed like a possibility, but the possibility feels far too real right now. His shadow looms over me and the heel of his boot comes down on my left hand, pressing it harshly against the carpet. A moan of pain escapes me before I can control it. 
    

    
      “I know you’ve been shorting me and hiding it somewhere. I’m not a fool,” Uncle Robert claims. “Give it to me or I will
       
      crush your pretty little hand.” Fear surges through me and my body tenses. I hopelessly attempt to pull my arm away from him. I’m prepared to tell him where all my hiding spots are, but even as I open my mouth he doesn’t give me the chance. The heel of his boot jerks up and slams down on my hand. An agonized scream scrapes my throat and I’m overwhelmed with binding pain. His weight is suddenly off my hand and I hear something hit hard against the dresser behind me. I pull my crippled hand to me and cry out again.
    

    
      “Emma! Oh my god, Emma!” a frightened voice screams. 
      My own? No.
       
      Brooke’s. 
      My eyes only see blackness, but it must to be her. 
      Wonder why she’s in my bedroom
      . “What the fuck did you do to her, you bastard!” 
    

    
      “Who the hell are you?” Uncle Robert demands. “Get outta my goddamn house!” 
    

    
      “The police are on their way, Emma. He can’t hurt you anymore,” the sweet voice says. I feel gentle hands touching my face, flitting to my neck. I hear Uncle Robert stumble past me and the front door slam closed before his truck’s engine roars to life. “He’s gone, Emma. Stay with me, baby. Help is coming. Please. Please.” Her voice is coming in sobs and I try to comfort her, but nothing is working properly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I got here as fast as I could. God, Emma, please be okay. I love you so much.” My good hand twitches, I want to touch her and tell her I’m fine. Tell her I love her, too. 
      I love you, Brooke.
       My mouth doesn’t obey me and I descend slowly into the waiting darkness. From somewhere far away, I hear sirens and voices. 
      So many voices
      . Hands are touching me and everything hurts, but Brooke keeps telling me I’m going to be okay. I take comfort in her presence, as I always have. At last, I release the last vestige of consciousness. 
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      Faint humming and an occasional beeping reach my ears at the same time I realize that I’m waking up. I feel warm and.. slightly fuzzy, like when you take antihistamines. Voices sound close by, but I can’t decipher what they’re saying. 
      Where am I? 
      I focus harder on the voices. 
      Why can’t I see anything? Oh wait.
       With effort, I push at my heavy eyelids. They open slightly and I take in the blob-like figures at the foot of my bed. 
      Not my bed. Hospital bed. Weird
      . My eyes fall closed from the exertion and refuse to budge again. I redirect my efforts to understand the words being spoken.
    

    
      “... CT scans showed mild internal bleeding Her progress is very good, expect her to wake within the next few hours…”
    

    
      “What about her hand?” A male voice says. 
    

    
      “Two fractures… severely bruised... The x-rays… over a dozen healed fractures... consistent with abuse…” I can pick out the sound of someone crying. Before I figure out who they’re talking about, I fall back asleep. 
    

    
      Brooke is smiling serenely at me from the driver’s seat of her jeep. My hair is blowing around me in the wind. In slow motion, I watch as her colorfully tattooed hand reaches over and caresses my cheek. 
      She’s so beautiful
      . Just as I’m about to tell her that, I’m pulled in a different direction by the distinct feeling of a presence next to me. My eyes open and she’s still there but she’s not looking at me, her face isn’t smiling, and we’re not in her jeep. Confused, I try to talk but my mouth is so dry that nothing happens. 
    

    
      Brooke’s eyes whip toward me and her eyes are red-rimmed but she’s smiling at me. Her hand reaches for my right hand and she holds on tenderly. Everything still feels fuzzy, but Brooke is here.  
    

    
      “Hey, there,” she rasps. She clears her throat. “You’re going to be just fine. You’re in the hospital right now, okay?” My nod is more of a twitch, so I try again. Images start coming back to me. My uncle, Brooke talking to me. My hand. My eyes rove over my body. I take in my left hand and arm in a cast but I’m covered in blankets and I can’t tell what else is wrong. I swallow a few times and try to work my voice again.
    

    
      “What?” I manage to ask her. But Brooke nods in understanding.
    

    
      “Do you remember what happened?” She asks. I grimace and nod. “You were in bad shape when they got you here.” Brooke continues, “There is a very small amount of internal bleeding that they’re monitoring, but you’re going to make a full recovery. You’ll just be sore for a little while. You’ve got some bruising. Two fingers are broken and a hairline fracture on your hand, but the nurses assured me that you’ll heal just fine. How do you feel?” 
      Really thirsty.
    

    
      “Water?” I ask in a scratchy voice. 
    

    
      “Oh, shit. Yes. Hang on,” she tells me. She leaps up and runs around the foot of the bed to a table with a small styrofoam cup and a straw. She brings it to my mouth and I sip it heartily as she watches me. I clear my throat.  
    

    
      “Are you alright, Brooke? He didn’t… ?” I ask her. It terrifies me to think of him hurting her.
    

    
      “No, no. He ran out when I mentioned the cops,” she reassures me. “But Emma, they found him. He was arrested while walking away from his truck. He crashed it into a business sign on Elm. They want a statement from you, but that motherfucker is where he belongs and he’s not getting out any time soon, I promise. But we can talk about that later. I want to kiss you. But I told them I was your sister so I could be with you. Oh and Jack’s your brother. He just went down for coffee, he’ll be back in a minute. We later found out that they don’t require the family thing anymore but Jack insisted we stick to it. They said you can have more visitors when you’re up for it though, if you want.” My mind sways with that new information. Uncle Robert has been arrested. All of this means that Brooke knows. She knows everything I tried to hide from her. She knows that I’ve been lying, deceiving her. Panic starts rising up in me. 
    

    
      “Brooke, I’m so sorry. I know you must hate me. For not telling you and you having to find out that way. I never meant to lie to you,” I begin. All of my thoughts are jumbled but I want to explain.
    

    
      “Emmaline, don’t,” she stops me. “We can talk about that later, when you’re out of here. But I could never, ever hate you. ”
    

    
      “Okay,” I respond quietly. I change the topic. “What day is it? Did I miss class? Work?” 
    

    
      “No, it’s late morning on Sunday. You’re going to miss work, but I already talked to Joe. He just wants you to focus on healing,” she answers. “There’s a lot of people here waiting to see for themselves that you’re okay. Do you want to see them?” 
      Who would be here besides Jack and her?
       
      Does everyone know my horrible secret?
    

    
      “Um, yeah sure,” I tell her unsurely. She pats my hand and then uses her phone to send a text. She shifts and puts the water back on the table. She bites on her thumbnail and glances down at her lap. 
    

    
      “Listen, there’s something I have to tell you. Now doesn’t seem like the best time but I have to come clean about it,” Brooke says. She sits back down in the chair by my bed and holds my good hand with both of hers. She’s wearing a guilty expression and her mouth works as she tries to spit it out. My mind is racing, but whatever it is can’t be that important considering recent events. “I looked into your past, your mom
      —
      ” She doesn’t get to finish her thought because the hospital door pushes open, cutting her off. 
    

    
      Gail rushes in first and just as she’s about to tackle me, her eyes takes in my cast and she slows to a stop just beside me. Gail gently leans in and kisses me on the forehead..
    

    
      “My baby girl. Thank god,” she breathes and then she bursts into sobs. She takes my hand from Brooke to hold to her chest, right over her heart. I’m shocked that Gail is here, that she’s crying. I glance helplessly around and spot Dave right behind her. He slides his hand onto her shoulder. His tired eyes find me and he gives me his dad smile.
    

    
      “Gave us quite a fright, little lady. We’re so glad to see you awake,” he says. 
    

    
      “Yeah, sis, let’s not do this again,” says Nicky as he steps to the other side of the bed. “You’ve turned mom into a crybaby. She keeps hugging me in front of everyone. There are a few cute nurses with phone numbers I need and the momtourage isn’t working for me.” He winks at me just before Tommy smacks the back of his head. 
    

    
      “Don’t listen to him, college has turned him into an idiot. But this hospital food is a nightmare,” Tommy says. Nicky elbows him. 
      I can’t believe they’re here
      . I should feel shame that they all know my secret, but I can’t find it in me right now.
    

    
      “Wow, you guys started the party without me?” Jack asks
       
      as he stands in the doorway.
       
      He sets a styrofoam cup down on the table and pushes his way to the other side of my bed. He leans close to me and presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Princess, you scared the shit out of me.” As he straightens, I get a full view of the room. Brooke, Jack, Gail, Dave, Nicky, and Tommy all stand there with various expressions of love and concern. I’m blown away. I never saw how much I meant to them. 
    

    
      “Thanks for being here.. I,” I try to say but my voice halts as I get too choked up to finish and instantly the room blurs as tears fill my eyes. I try to swallow them away, to tell them that I finally get it. I want to tell them how much I love all of them. There’s a knock at the door and everyone turns away from me, giving me a brief second to regain control.
       
    

    
      A throat clears before a male voice tentatively asks, “Sorry to interrupt, is this Emmaline Rhodes’ room? The nurses directed me here.” Brooke jumps up and looks distraught. 
    

    
      “Yes! Paul, I’m Brooke,” she says quickly as shakes his hand. 
      Paul?
       I wipe my eyes to see him better but Dave is blocking him. Brooke brings him over to the bed and I take in his deep set blue eyes and salt and pepper hair. His intake of breath shakes some memories loose. I squint and tilt my head, as if that will change what I see. 
    

    
      “Paulie?” I ask skeptically. His hand flies up to cover his mouth. He nods but doesn’t seem able to talk. “What? How are you here?” 
    

    
      “Oh. Well, I kinda invited him,” Brooke answers meekly. “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you. It’s a long story.” 
      How could she have invited him?
       
    

    
      “Sorry, who are you?” Dave asks solicitously. 
    

    
      “My name is Paul Sherman,” he replies cordially as he reaches out a hand to shake. “I knew Emma a long time ago. May I ask who you are?”
    

    
      “We’re her family. I’m David, this is my wife, Gail, and our sons, Jack, Nicholas, and Thomas.” 
      Family. 
      How could I have been so blind? How could I have missed how much love I’ve been given? 
      They’re my family
      . I don’t know why but this thought cracks the dam inside of me and a flood of repressed emotions breaks free. Brooke rushes to hold me as I sob while everyone watches. But this time, I don’t even care.
    

    
      ... 
    

    
      
    

    
      After reassuring everyone that I’m fine and the nurses describing every detail of my recovery plan, I’m alone in the room with Jack and Brooke. Paul excused himself to find a place to stay in town and said we would speak when I felt up to it. He brings up a storm of memories, thoughts, questions, but I need to sift through them before I can talk to him. There’s just so much to take in and the pain medication isn’t helping with that either. Jack and Brooke are playing their fourth round of gin rummy over the foot of my bed. 
    

    
      They are staring intently at each other. You’d think it was high stakes poker. The loser just has to go down to the cafeteria and grab sandwiches. I observe them fondly. I love them. I expect the thought to startle me because it’s new, but it doesn’t. I do love them. I love Brooke. 
      I’m madly in love with Brooke
      . 
    

    
      I was starting to realize it, but lying in a hospital bed grateful to still have your life tends to put some things into perspective. I’ve been living a half-life. I’ve felt like I don’t deserve to be loved but more than that, I’ve been so afraid of loving just to lose them. I thought, somehow, if I admitted it to myself, the universe would just snatch it all away. My experience with loss in the past was barely survivable for me, but, it’s hardly survivable to never let yourself love or be loved. That’s not a life I want to live anymore, ever again. Jack suddenly jumps out of his chair and pumps his fist repeatedly.
    

    
      “YES! Rummy! Boo-ya. I’ll take a turkey club. Grab some chips, too. And a soda. Victory!” He yells. Brooke groans and drops her head onto the bed. 
    

    
      “Dammit. Fiiiine,” she grumbles. She tosses her cards into the pile as she stands. She leans over and kisses my cheek. “Be back soon.” As Brooke walks out, I notice she’s wearing oversized flip flops instead of the boots I’ve come to believe are attached to her. The sight of it is so comical that I look to Jack.
    

    
      “What’s up with her shoes?” I ask lightheartedly. I thought Jack would laugh, but his face is serious. 
    

    
      “She ran out of her house without shoes. That was the only pair Dad had in the car and Brooke hasn’t left your side for more than a minute,” he answers humorlessly. “She’s some girl, Emma.” His hands push through his hair and he lets out an angry sigh. “What the hell, Emma? Why didn’t you tell me? I want to kill him. Emma, the x-rays showed… years. Why?” Abruptly, he starts crying. Crying is not a thing I’ve ever seen him do. I’m startled into silence and shame. A tortured sound bursts from him and his shoulders are shaking violently. “Why, Emma?” He pleads with me again. 
    

    
      “Jack...” 
      How do I explain?
    

    
      “I’d give my life for you. You’re not just my best friend, you’re my sister. To know you’ve spent all this time being hurt… being hurt over and over,” he says in dismay. “Goddammit. I would have helped, I would have taken you from there and protected you. I would have hid his body where it could never have been found.”
    

    
      “Jack
      —,
      ” I start to say but he interrupts. 
    

    
      “Do you know what it was like?” he asks. “When Brooke called, I was just getting out of the shower so I almost ignored her. But it seemed weird and something told me it was important. Do you know what it was like to hear that you were in the hospital, that you could have lost your life? Brooke was so distraught I could barely understand her. All of us love you so much and you could have died on me. And I’m so mad and so scared, so hurt and confused. Ems, why?” Jack has never been one to detail his emotions. He’s always opted for humor instead of getting real. He has every right to demand answers from me. 
    

    
      “Jack. Please, I’m so sorry,” I say, my voice urgent. “I thought.. well the things I thought are hard to understand. I felt like I deserved punishment, he made sure I felt that way. I never thought about how you would feel. When it started, it felt right, like I was paying my penance, one I needed to pay. He told me over and over that I deserved to be hit. I don’t know if I could ever make you understand it, Jack. I love you, Jack. You have been the best friend anyone could ask for and you are my brother. I didn’t want you to know, that’s why you didn’t know. It’s not your fault, okay? It’s not your fault. I made my choices.” 
    

    
      “You were just a little girl, Em. You didn’t deserve that.” he tells me. “But the nurses have told me that they have counselors and they recommended one for you. Please tell me you’ll let them come talk to you?” 
      A counselor? 
      Talking to a stranger about all of this sounds loathsome when I’ve worked so hard to keep it private. But I want to live a better life. I want to love myself. If talking to a professional is the way to make that happen, I know it’s the right thing to do. 
    

    
      “Yes, okay, I will. I promise,” I tell him. Jack nods his approval. He seems to be content that he’s gotten everything off his chest so he sits back down and props his long legs up on the bed. He takes in a deep breathe and slowly lets it out.  
    

    
      “She’s in love with you,” he says out of the blue. He’s looking at me again. I can’t quite meet his eyes. I trace the seam of my standard hospital blanket and pick at a loose thread. I don’t have to look to know he’s giving me the mom face.
    

    
      “I know,” I say at last.
    

    
      “Do you reciprocate?” He probes curiously. I sigh. I can’t answer him. Not because I don’t know, I know with certainty. But I don’t want to say the words to him when I think Brooke should be the first to know. I want her to hear the words. But it’s Jack, he understands me. He is my bff after all. “You should tell her then. Don’t let her go. She’s crazy about you.” I meet his intense green eyes and nod. An idea strikes me. 
    

    
      “How are you at romance?” I ask. His mouth pulls up into an impish grin.
    

    
      When Brooke gets back to the room fifteen minutes later, balancing a pile of packaged food, we quickly change the topic. She tosses an orange juice and sandwich at Jack as she stacks everything else on the rolling table and slides it over to her side of my bed. She smiles warmly at me before leaning down and pressing her lips to my cheek. She’s putting on a good show but I can see that she’s exhausted. She sits back in her chair and starts eating her sandwich. I take in the circles under her eyes as she listens to Jack yammer on about the budget for a new superhero movie. She sees me looking at her so she rolls her eyes and then nods toward Jack. I smile at her. 
    

    
      “Brooke, you’ve been here all night and day. You should go home and get some rest. Maybe even take a shower and find shoes that fit,” I say. 
    

    
      “No, I’m fine,” she answers flat-out. She shakes her head firmly as emphasis. 
    

    
      “When was the last time you slept?” I ask her. 
    

    
      “Umm...” Brooke trails off and it looks like she honestly can’t remember. 
    

    
      “See? Please. For me?” I beg. “Jack’s here and Paul is coming back in a little while. You can just grab a little nap and then come right back okay?” She seems to think it over and I can see her defeat when her shoulders slump. 
    

    
      “Okay. I do smell like a swamp,” she says. “I’ll call for a taxi and then be back in a little while.”
    

    
      “No rush. Our girl is just fine” Jack assures her. “Besides my parents are coming back later, too.” Brooke nods slowly and stands up to toss her wrapper away. She’s at my side again and when she leans down I wrap my arms around her. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” I whisper to her. It’s insufficient for everything she’s done for me but I know she understands exactly what I mean. She pulls back from the hug and her soft lips are on mine. She kisses me for awhile like she misses me already. When she leans back a tiny bit, I push her hair out of her eyes and peer up at her pretty face. It’s my favorite face in the whole world.
    

    
      “See you soon,” she whispers. She waves bye to Jack and heads out the door. When I hear the slapping of her flip flops on the linoleum fade, I turn back to Jack. He’s making idiotic kissing faces in the air. Then he starts making out with his empty soda bottle. 
    

    
      “Oh, Brooke! You’re so naughty! Muah muah muah,” he says in a high-pitched voice and returns to kissing his bottle. 
    

    
      “I do not sound like that!” I object. My cheeks heat up but I laugh anyway. 
      Ow
      . 
      Okay, no laughing
      . Honestly, I’m happy he’s joking around with me. Seeing him get that emotional with me was another blow to my crumbling world. I thought my existence was a mistake. Who could love a mistake like me? Who would want to? But all this time, I had so much love already. I have a long way to go to understanding myself and I don’t expect it to happen all in one day, but I’m ready to try.
    

    
      “Yah-huh,”
       
      Jack retorts and snickers as he tosses his bottle into the garbage can by the door. I roll my eyes at him. I’m feeling extremely tired all of a sudden and I pull my blankets up.
    

    
      “I think I’m going to nap for a little bit. Why don’t you head home and get some rest too?” I suggest. 
    

    
      “Hey, don’t worry about me,” Jack says seriously. 
    

    
      “Only if you promise not to worry about me,” I reply. He just gives me a stern look.
    

    
      “Fat chance,”he tells me. “You nap. I’ll go grab a shower and be back soon.” He slips into his jacket and pats the top of my head gently. “Sweet dreams, Buttface.”
    

    
      “Bye, Fartbrain,” I reply sweetly. He gives me half a grin before departing. I settle down into my crinkling pillow, ignoring the twinges of pain everywhere, and let myself fall fast asleep. 
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      When I wake up, Paul is sitting in a chair near the foot of my bed, reading a paperback with one ankle resting on his knee. I take in his argyle socks and worn brown loafers. He’s wearing an emerald green sweater over a plaid collared shirt tucked into his wrinkled khakis. It takes me several minutes to get over the surprise of seeing him again. I haven’t fully processed his reappearance in my life yet. He’s the only connection I have to my mom and my life with her and it’s something I’ve been craving. But I’ve spent so long believing he hated me for killing my mom. I open my mouth to say something, but I can’t find the right thing to break the silence. He glances up at me, as if he sensed me watching him. He immediately closes his book and shuffles forward. His hands rest on the beige plastic bed railing.
    

    
      “Emma. I’m sorry if I woke you. How are you feeling?” His eyes are so full of concern. They’re a familiar shade but they look a little heavier than I remember. Deepened crows feet now frame them. 
    

    
      “I’m hanging in there. You didn’t wake me, though,” I tell him. 
      Ugh, there’s so much to say, where do I begin?
       “Paul. I’m so, so sorry.” My voice cracks on the last word. I can’t seem to keep my emotions in check anymore. 
    

    
      “Sorry? What could you possibly be sorry for?” he asks incredulously. “I’m the one who should be apologizing to you, Emma. I failed to protect your mother from harm. I failed to protect you from harm. Since the moment I met your mother, all I wanted was to take care of you both and it all fell apart because of stupid, petty violence I wasn’t able to prevent.” My head shakes vigorously. Never, not once, did I blame him. 
    

    
      “No. I should have been there to protect her. I’m the one to blame,” I say. He must know that.
    

    
      “Dear God, Emma, no. Nothing could have stopped what happened. You being there would have only risked you and that is absolutely the last thing your mother would have wanted. You were her everything,” he states firmly. I open my mouth to object, but I hesitate. 
      He’s not entirely wrong.
    

    
      “I’m starting to understand that,” I say. “I’ve been so angry that she was taken from me, but the only place I could direct it was at myself. If only I could have been better, somehow.”
    

    
      “I understand,” Paul says. “I relive it over and over, thinking of thousands of things I should have done differently. But that’s not healthy. We can’t bring her back by hating ourselves.” He pauses and looks down at his hands. His eyes are wet when they find mine again. “The only way I’ve been able to bring her back, to feel some comfort and peace, is to talk about her, about my happy memories with her. And with you, Emma. I know it was so long ago, but I never stopped thinking of you as my daughter.” My chest pinches painfully. I had wanted to hear those words so many times as a little kid.
    

    
      “I know you both tried to hide how serious you were, but I was a very observant kid,” I admit. “I used to practice calling you Dad in my head and I fantasized about having a house and a little brother. When I lost her, I lost you, too. I thought you hated me all this time.” 
      But he doesn’t.
       A sense of relief fills me. I’ve finally said so many things I never could before. Things that I needed to say. My heart still hurts, but it aches in a way that I know will heal. 
    

    
      “I could never hate you, Emma,” he says. He pauses once more to take a steadying breath. “I missed you all this time. It might be silly but I have an entire box of birthday cards and trinkets from over the years for you. I would just be in a shop and something would catch my eye and I’d know it was for you. I also have your mother’s things from your old apartment. I wasn’t sure if you’ve been able to visit her grave or not. I had a small funeral for her, but you’d already been taken away.” 
      Her grave
      . My breath catches. I’ve never let myself think about where she would be buried because it just hurt too much. Hot tears spill down my cheeks. 
    

    
      “I would really like to visit it,” I tell him when my voice starts working. He nods and puts his hand on my shoulder to comfort me. I believe he needed to say things as much as I did and to hear that I never blamed him. Over the next few hours we share memories and swap stories, and slowly, the hole in my heart, so vast for so long, gets smaller and smaller.
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      Brooke
    

    
      
    

    
      Emma is practically buzzing with elation as we pass through the sliding glass hospital doors. It’s Monday morning and she’s just been released. I can tell she’s sore but she’s still so happy to be out of there. 
      Hell, I’m so happy she’s out of there. 
    

    
      “Getting out of there is the best birthday present ever. Thank you so much for driving me home,” she tells me. She pulls my hand into her own as we walk through the parking lot. I love when she touches me. Every moment since I found her on the floor, my mouth has been desperate to tell her I love her, to tell her how much she means to me. I was scared that I lost her. I haven’t been able to come to terms with the fact that I let her be abused right under my nose. I’m so angry with myself for missing the signs. She thinks I should be angry with her, but she couldn’t be more wrong. Every mark on her body that I dismissed as her just being pale and easy to bruise, that she was always running into things, I wish I could undo. I think about all the lonely nights I spent wondering if she’d ever love me while she was being beaten and I want to hurl. How could I have been so self-centered?
    

    
      “Are you sure you want to go there?” I ask her again. “I can just grab your things while you wait in the car.” She agreed to stay with me at my apartment. Even though that sonofabitch is in jail, I wouldn’t be able to sleep if she stayed there by herself. I tried to make it sound like her staying with me would be a temporary thing until everything fell into place, because I didn’t want her to freak out. The truth of the matter is that I want her by my side all the time. I want her to move in with me permanently. Not because of the circumstances, but because I have wanted her to since we’ve became official. Before I knew what was happening to her. 
      I’m all in with her.
       
    

    
      “No, it’s really fine. I promise,” she reassures me. She’s quiet during the drive there, so I simply rest my hand on her thigh to give her my support. Her good hand clings to it. I slow to a crawl when I turn onto her street, trying to ease the house into view, just in case it triggers anything. When we pull into the driveway she finally speaks.
    

    
      “It looks so small,” she whispers. Her eyes take in the house and the pale, cloudless sky above it. “I used to get such a sense of dread coming here. It’s never looked this small before.” She seems to be having a moment and I don’t want to disturb the moment, so I just stay quiet. Emma doesn’t say anything else though, just opens the jeep door and eases out, holding her stomach. I quickly follow behind her, holding her arm as we walk to the door. Unbidden images from the last time I opened it take over and a wave of nausea sweeps through me. Her scream was so blood-curdling, so haunting. I can almost hear the echo of it as we step inside. If I’m feeling that, I can’t imagine what she must be going through. 
    

    
      She tells me to wait in the living room while she collects her things, so I just stand uncomfortably in the center of the brown carpeting. My eyes dart around, taking in the well-used chair, the dusty t.v. stand, and the small kitchen. I slip my hands into the pockets of my baggy jeans and turn to look out the living room window. I take in the houses across the street. It looks like any suburban neighborhood. I watch a guy locking his front door before slipping into his four-door sedan. Suddenly, I’m pissed again. 
      How can these people be living across from this monster hurting an innocent girl and never have done anything?
       I’m irrationally angry at them, I acknowledge that but it doesn’t stop it. I fume at the injustice and my hands clench, making fists
       
      inside my pockets. I hear movement behind me and Emma is standing at the end of the hallway. Her face is flushed from exertion and her hair is all tangled up, but she’s still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. 
    

    
      “Would you maybe possibly help me? With the bag?” She asks shyly, holding her cast to her torso. I move into action and meet her at the entrance of her room where I see a medium sized duffle bag. Her room is still a wreck. Her dresser drawers are still strewn everywhere, papers scatter the floor, and there is a small hole in the drywall. I don’t want to be here anymore. I grab the bag and don’t look back into the room. Emma locks up as we leave and she takes one last glance at it. Jack has already moved her car to his house, so there’s nothing left here for her. 
    

    
      “You alright?” I ask. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I think so. Or I will be,” she answers. She gives me small smile, which is all I can ask while we stand in the shadow of her past. I pull back onto the street and slide my hand onto her thigh again. 
    

    
      “Then let’s get the fuck out of here,” I tell her. She laughs as I hoped she would.  
    

    
      When we arrive at the apartment, Morgan is already there. She’s standing in my kitchen setting some plates onto the counter. There are over a dozen inflated balloons floating around my apartment and the white box on the counter. I walk over to it and see it’s a cake, reading ‘Happy 1st Birthday, Emma’.
    

    
      “Hey, Morgan, why does this cake say ‘Happy 1st Birthday, Emma’?” I ask her.
    

    
      “Duh, dummy, you get a discount for your first birthday cake,” Morgan replies. “It’s marbled so shut your face.” Morgan moves out of the kitchen and gently hugs Emma. “Emma, I’m so glad you’re okay.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Morgan,” she says. “This was all very thoughtful of you.” Emma grabs a balloon and takes a seat on the couch. Morgan sits down next to her and starts telling her about the time when she was four and a balloon popped and she pooped herself. I roll my eyes at Morgan and carry Emma’s bags to my room. 
      Our room
      . I’ve already cleaned out the top two drawers and made space for her in the bathroom. It’s wrong to feel this excited to have her here, considering why she agreed to move in with me, but I still am. 
      Obviously, I’m a terrible person.
       When I walk back out, I catch Emma laughing at something Morgan said and my breath catches at the way she looks when she smiles. She does that to me so often I should be used to it by now. 
      Actually, I hope I never get used to it
      . 
    

    
      These last few months, getting to know her, falling in love with her, have been the best of my entire life. Now that I’m here, that I’ve gotten a real taste of love, I can’t imagine my life any other way. Every road I traveled moving state to state, every painful moment with my family and their rejection, every decision, it all brought me to her. I truly think they brought me to her at just the right time, for both of us. Fear clutches my heart when I think about what would have happened if I hadn’t shown up at her house when I did. It’s too much to think about the possibility of her beautiful light forcefully extinguished from this world before she had a chance to even live in it. I never gave much thought to divinity or fate, but she makes me believe. 
      How could my life have ever gone a different way when I know I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be?
    

    
      We light some candles and sing the Happy Birthday song to Emma. She blushes the entire time. Afterwards, we spend time chatting, laughing, and eating cake with Morgan, who has been interrogating Emma on everything about Jack. We’re going to set up a double date with them so they can officially meet soon. After a few hours, I can see Emma starting to wince every so often. I check the clock and realize she can take her next dose, so I grab a water bottle and her prescription and bring them over. She takes them gratefully and I turn to Morgan.
    

    
      “Alright, I think we should let Emma rest,” I propose. “Thank you so much for coming over and feeding us. I’ll give you a call later?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you’re welcome,” Morgan says. “See you guys.” She grabs her bag and briefly catches Emma’s eye and winks at her. Emma smiles broadly before she sees me watching her and she hides behind a sip of her water bottle. I see the door shut behind Morgan and turn back to Emma. 
    

    
      “What was that about?” I ask.
    

    
      “Huh? What?” Emma replies innocently.
    

    
      “The wink and your suspicious smile, that’s what,” I say. 
    

    
      “‘Suspicious smile’? I can’t smile at our friend?” She inquires. She gives me her wide, blinky eyes. 
    

    
      “You can…” I trail off because I can’t prove it, but there was definitely something behind that smile. I help her up and we walk slowly to the bedroom. I pull off her shoes when she lays down and she smiles at me. She holds out her good arm and I climb up next to her and she wraps it around me. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Brooke. You’re amazing,” she whispers. I smile into her hair. 
    

    
      “No, you,” I tell her. I can feel her poke my side. 
    

    
      “Dork. Will you tell me a story while I fall asleep?” she asks. She always asks for my stories. “I love your voice, it soothes me. It’s a birthday request.” 
    

    
      “Ah, is that so? Fine. Let me think of a good one,” I tell her. It makes me happy that she loves my voice. “Did I ever tell you the time I snuck into my brother’s car when he went on a date?” 
    

    
      “No, but please do,” she says with a giggle.
    

    
      “Let’s see,” I begin. “I was about ten years old and I was really mad that he never hung out with me anymore. So I came up with a plan and a little while before he was going to leave for his date I snuck out and hid behind the driver’s seat. I stayed there for so long I thought my legs would fall off. When he finally picked up his girl, Tina, I had to listen to him nervously bumble his words. It was tragic.” Her breathing is deep and even, her body relaxes into me and I stay still, not wanting to disturb her. It isn’t long before my fatigue and her soft breathing lull me to sleep with her.    
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      When I wake up it’s past dark and I immediately feel Emma’s absence. I pat around me but she isn’t in bed. I look around the room, but it’s mostly dark. I don’t see her and my heart starts racing with worry.  
    

    
      “Emma?” I call out.
    

    
      “Ooohh Wooooo.. it’s the ghost of Christmas paaaasssttttt,” an idiot says spookily from the hallway.
    

    
      “Very cute, Morgan. Where’s Emma and why the hell are you here?” I demand. 
    

    
      “I’m here, dear friend, because I’m in charge of getting you where you need to be,” she informs me. “Emma is safely with Jack, worry not.” She flicks on the bedroom light, blinding me. I throw my pillow over my face and curse at her repeatedly. “My, my, that’s no way to talk to the Lady Secret Keeper.” When the stinging in my eyes passes, I peek out of my pillow at her. She’s leaning against my doorframe with her familiar cheshire cat grin on her face. 
    

    
      “What are you talking about?” I ask.
    

    
      “Ah-ah-ah, tsk tsk, ‘what are you talking about, Lady Secret Keeper,’” she reprimands. I sigh in frustration at her but I realize that if I don’t play along she’ll never tell me what the fuck is going on.
    

    
      “Alright, fine,” I say. “What are you talking about, Lady Secret Keeper?” 
    

    
      “Sorry, can’t tell you,” she says with a shrugs and then has to duck out of the way of the pillow I throw at her. Morgan then huffs at my rude hand gesture. “We have just under forty minutes, you might want to go shower.”  
    

    
      “Oh my god, Morgan! For what?!” I shout at her. She just smiles and walks back towards the living room.
    

    
      “The clock’s ticking. Chop chop,” is all she says in response. I throw the blankets off of me and stand up. I kinda want to throttle her until she explains what the hell is going on but instead I head to the bathroom and take a shower as fast as I can. When I step out of the bathroom I hear her on the phone, she pauses with whatever she was saying and hollers at me. 
    

    
      “Wear something cute!” she tells me. 
      As if I have anything that’s not cute
      . Since I have no clue where she’s planning on taking me, I opt for a pair of black skinny pants, an untucked white button down, and a gray tweed blazer.
    

    
      “Alright, I’m ready. Can you tell me where we’re going at least?” I request and slide my feet into my boots. When I grab my bag I pull out my phone to check it, no new messages and it’s a 6:45 p.m. 
      God, I slept forever
      .  
    

    
      “Nope. Let’s boogie,” Morgan says as she opens the front door. I growl behind her, but I have no choice but to follow along. When we get to my jeep she holds out her hand. I stare at it and then at her.
    

    
      “What?’ I ask her.
    

    
      “Your keys.”
    

    
      “My what? No. No way are you driving my jeep,” I tell her. I pull my keys closer to keep them safe.
    

    
      “Uhhh, hello, yes I am,” she replies. “How else do you expect to get to the secret location?” She asks me like I’m the crazy one here.
    

    
      “Here’s a thought, you tell me where we are going and then I drive us there and I don’t shove you out of the car while the vehicle is in motion. Sounds good to me,” I say with a nod.
    

    
      “Wow, you are so grumpy when you wake up from a nap,” she observes. “Here’s a different thought, you can stand here all night wondering what surprise your loving friend Morgan had cooked up for you after she leaves you in the cold?” I’m 
      this
       close to stomping my feet in frustration. No one drives my jeep. Accept maybe Emma, but she’s special. I raise my eyes to the sky and finally hand over the keys. “You made a wise choice.” 
    

    
      She wants me to kick her. I get into the passenger seat and watch her adjust my mirrors and chair before finally turning the key into the ignition. She gives me a wicked smile and I click my seat belt into place. I hold onto the seat for the entire drive, even though, I admit, it wasn’t that bad. 
      Not that I relaxed and thought we weren’t about to die the whole time.
       But when we pull into Giorgio’s, I’m even more confused.
    

    
      “We’re getting dinner? That’s the big secret?” I ask her, but she doesn’t reply. She gets out and closes the driver’s door so I hop out, too. She hands me my keys back and puts her hand on my shoulders and looks me square in the eye.
    

    
      “No, we are not getting dinner,” she responds. “Emma’s waiting for you inside. Go on.” She pushes off my shoulders and steps out of the way. I start for the door but realize she’s not coming with me.
    

    
      “Aren’t you coming?” I ask her over my shoulder. She shakes her head. “Wait, then how are you getting back home?” She smiles.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me, I got it covered,” she says. Morgan jabs her thumb to the right and I look over and see Jack. He waggles his fingers at me but I just send him a puzzled look. I start to say something to Morgan but she’s already halfway across the parking lot. I shake my head and walk to the entrance of the restaurant. Towards Emma. 
    

    
      Before I pull on the handle I notice the sign in the window that says Closed for Private Party. I hesitate for a second, hoping I don’t interrupt the party.
       Is Emma working the party?
       I know she has the work ethic of a mule, but with a broken hand? When I step inside, I notice that all of the lights on the right side of the restaurant are off and the ones on left are dimmed to near dark but every table on the left side has a warm glow from the little lanterns. I don’t know how but there are white stars all over the ceiling. It looks as if they are light projected up there and my perplexity escalates. I look around for Emma and I find her watching me from the kitchen doorway. My heart jumpstarts and thought escapes me. Her hair falls in loose waves behind her and she’s wearing spaghetti strap white dress. As she gets closer, I can see the sparkle in her. It’s mesmerizing. 
    

    
      “Hi,” I whisper breathlessly. She pauses before me.
    

    
      “Hi back,” she whispers in return. “You look amazing.”
    

    
      “You look beautiful in that dress,” I manage to get out. “I’m having trouble forming thoughts. What exactly is going on? There’s some kind of secret happening.”
    

    
      “Come on, I’ll show you,” Emma answers. She leads me by the hand to the center of the lit side. There’s a table for two set up. There are four plates on the table, all covered with silver lids. A bottle of white wine is resting on ice and two delicately stemmed glasses are next to it. She pulls out a chair and has me sit in it. When she takes her place across from me, she takes a deep breath. She looks a little bit nervous. I peek under the smaller of the lids and it takes a second but I recognize it. It’s crostata di limone, the dessert that she picked for me the day I met her. “Hey, no peeking,” she tells me. I let the lid go, a big grin threatening to take over my face. To suppress it, I reach for the wine and pour some into our glasses. I only pour her enough for two sips though, because she’s still taking her prescription for a few more days. She notices and smiles at me
    

    
      “You took me to the sea recently so I thought it might nice if I brought the stars to you,” she tells me, looking up at the ceiling. There are hundreds of glowing stars and they reflect off the metal lids. It’s a really beautiful effect. 
    

    
      “You’re sweet, but it’s your birthday. I thought we were going to order in and watch movies,” I remind her.
    

    
      “I know, but I had something important to tell you and it kind of needed a grand gesture,” Emma says. 
      Important? Good or bad?
    

    
      “Okay, I’m listening,” I tell her. She takes a deep breath and adjusts herself in her seat. She places her hand on mine.
    

    
      “I’ve never known anyone like you,” she begins. “From the start, you blew me away with your strength, your generosity, your beauty. But as I’ve grown to know you, I’ve also learned a lot about myself. I still have such a long way to go, with healing inside and out. But you’ve never left my side. You told me you loved me and I spent so much time trying to convince you that you can’t, that I never stopped to understand what I felt for you.” Her gaze falls down to the table in front of her and my heart is ready to beat right out of my chest. When her blue eyes meet mine again, I can see right into her soul. All of her walls are down and I can see everything. 
    

    
      “Brooke, I love you. I’m so in love with you. You rescued me, physically, emotionally. My self-loathing was destroying me, but now, I’ve never felt this healthy before,” Emma says. Tears spring to my eyes. I’ve fantasized about her saying those three words to me over and over. I take a second to collect all of my thoughts. 
    

    
      “Emma, you say it’s me who rescued you, but it’s the other way around,” I tell her. “I was wandering a hollow and aimless life before I met you. I’ve felt rejected and more lonely than I could ever describe. You’ve never been anything but accepting of me. It’s like the moment I met you, I finally started living. Loving you has been the best part of my life so far but being loved by you is an adventure I can’t wait to go on.” She ignores the tears falling down her cheeks, hand tightening on mine. She gives her head a little shake. 
    

    
      “We rescued each other.”
    

    
      Epilogue
    

    
      
    

    
      One year later...
    

    
      
    

    
        “Baaaabe!” I holler for the third time from atop the kitchen counter in our apartment. I glance once more at the clock above the stove. “Brooke, we have three minutes or we’re going to be late!”
    

    
      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” She yells from down the hallway. My head falls back in exasperation. That’s not the first time she said that. Finally, she appears at the end of the hallway, wringing her hands.
    

    
      “Oh, B, you look beautiful.” Of course, she always does. “You don’t have to be nervous. He loves you and he’s been excited to see you for months,” I tell her as I slide off the counter.
    

    
      “Em, it’s been so long since I’ve seen my brother. I’m just anxious. I’m sorry I made us late, ” she says as I draw near.     
    

    
      “You didn’t. I lied. We still have ten minutes. I wanted to make sure I had enough time for this,” I reveal as I take her cheeks tenderly in my hands and place a kiss on her lips. “I love you. I’ll be right by your side. It’s going to be great. I promise.”
    

    
      “Mmm. I love your kisses,” she murmurs and returns her lips to mine. The kiss almost deepens but she pulls away abruptly. “Besides, if it goes terribly wrong at least we’re hopping on a plane tomorrow and not coming back for six months.” I laugh at her earnest expression.
    

    
      “True.” I say. “Come on, let’s do this. I want to meet your nephew. It’s my birthday present.” 
      Not my only one, actually
      . Paul sent me a beautiful set of luggage and a promise to come visit us in Italy for Christmas. Brooke made me a scrapbook with pictures from all the dates we’ve ever been on. She included pictures, receipts, ticket stubs, quotes, and the lyrics from Jailhouse Rock. 
      Best birthday ever
      .  
    

    
      Brooke sighs but lets me lead her downstairs to the jeep. She’s still looking slightly freaked out as I drive to the restaurant but this is a really good thing for her. On our second road trip last year, we went to visit my mom’s grave in Maryland. I talked, wailed, begged, and shouted in the cemetery but Brooke was exactly where I needed her, right by my side. When we got back home, she decided to reach out to her family. She didn’t want to be standing at anyone’s grave with so many things unsaid. Her brother has tried very hard to be in her life again since they started talking. He told her that having a child of his own changed him and that they’d lost too much time already. I wholeheartedly agreed. Tonight will be the first time they’ve seen each other in six years.
    

    
      What Brooke doesn’t know is that after dinner, I’m taking her over to Jack and Morgan’s for my ‘surprise’ birthday/going away party. We found out I got accepted into the culinary arts study abroad program a month ago. We’ve been so excited. We spent weeks shopping around for an apartment, studying the area, and reading every travel book in the library. Brooke is going to do her whole semester online so her timeline for graduating won’t be disturbed. 
    

    
      Before we met she was used to seeing new places alone and I was used to never going anywhere, but now that’s all changed. After Italy, we still have the whole world and I want to see every inch. So we will, side by side.
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