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[bookmark: _Toc350225736]CHAPTER ONE
 
   Santa’s Helper
 
    
 
    
 
   There’s nothing like a missed opportunity to ruin a perfectly good cup of coffee. 
 
   It’s Monday and I’m sitting in a high-back chair, trying unsuccessfully to wrap up an essay that’s due for one of my classes.  I have about, oh, twenty minutes until the deadline, so I’m frantically typing on my laptop, rechecking facts from the textbook balanced on my knee.   
 
   A line of impatient caffeine addicts snakes out the door just behind me, letting in an unsettling gust of cool air.  It ruffles my hair and the pages spread out on the low table in front of me.  I’m attempting to ignore the obnoxious little boy bent over the armrest of my chair, but it’s a tad tricky to concentrate on the conclusion to an academic paper when a kid is holding a plastic gun in your direction.  
 
   I glance up from my frenzied typing to give him the stink-eye.  I figure there is no way that this blue-eyed, blonde-haired monkey can possibly stand up to my glare when I want to turn it on.  My looks are epic.  Known around five counties and purported to have the power to bring about a doomsday type scenario.    
 
   But this time it doesn’t work.  The kid actually sticks his tongue out at me.  
 
   Such nerve!
 
   I switch tactics.  Using the most sugary voice I can muster, I lean to my left and turn on a candy-coated smile.  “Sweetie, would you mind not doing that?  I have got to get this paper emailed to my professor ASAP.  Okay?”
 
   Imagine my surprise when he grins gleefully, exposing bare pink gums from where he’s missing teeth.  “Yes, I mind!  You’re dead lady,” he declares loudly with his small chest puffed out in front of him.  In addition to the gun, he’s now holding up some sort of silver flashing device that screams cheapo Happy Meal toy. 
 
   My lower jaw drops.  I look up to the kid’s mother for help, but she’s engrossed in the business of relaying the amazingly interesting details of her latest hair appointment to whoever is on the other end of her phone call.    
 
   At this point, it should be noted that I’m not so hot with children.  I’m the only child of two only children, and my intellectually superior parents’ idea of a play date was to take me with them to an art gallery opening where we could mingle with the other popular up and coming attorneys and discuss at length, the benefits of the macro diet.  My mother read me How to Win Friends and Influence People as a bedtime story when I was three.  Seriously.  
 
   I force my eyes down to the keys of my laptop, refusing to give the little pest the satisfaction of any more of my attention.  The lady at the front of the line with the ridiculously complicated order will get her drink soon.  Subsequently, everyone will move forward a few steps and this kid will be gone from my life forever.  I’ll be able to finish my paper in peace and in time.  
 
   And, let’s face it, I’ll probably get an A on it, and Dr. Barden is going to recommend me for that summer internship.  Along with the knockout LSAT scores I’m going to get, I’ll be shoo-in for acceptance to Columbia Law.  Everything is going to fall into place according to the master plan. 
 
   But then the plastic gun is actually in my hair.  As in: scraping against my scalp.  God, I’m going to rip that thing out of his sticky little fingers and throw it right into the trash can!  I twist in my chair, intending to threaten just that, when a low voice infused with the slightest hint of a southern drawl sifts into the space between us.  
 
   “Look kid, I happen to be an undercover agent for the North Pole, and if you don’t stop harassing this young woman then I will have no choice but to turn your name and information in to Santa himself.  You can forget about getting the things you want for Christmas this year.” 
 
   The kid’s eyes widen and we both look up—a long way up—at the speaker.  Tall, dark, and handsome would all be pretty accurate descriptions of my savior.  He meets my eyes head-on and flashes a quick smile that makes my heart dip unexpectedly.  When he turns his attention back to the boy, I let my eyes wander over the side of his face, taking in the scruffy jawline and narrow nose.  A warm heat spreads under the skin of my cheeks and my stomach begins to twist itself into a knot.  
 
   “But if you keep your hands to yourself from now on, we’ll pretend like this never happened and Santa and Mrs. Claus will never be the wiser.”  He cocks his head to one side and winks at the kid.  “Do we have a deal?”
 
   The little monster looks properly shamed.  Under his breath, he mumbles something unintelligible that may or may not be an apology.  Then he hops to the other side of his mom’s thigh and grabs onto her free hand in the most angelic fashion that a demon spawn can muster.  
 
   I swivel, my hands still clamped to the armrest of the chair.  “I cannot believe he fell for that,” I half-laugh.  “Thank you.”
 
   Tall, dark and handsome leans closer to me.  I get a whiff of soap and something light and woodsy on him.  It’s decidedly delicious and I involuntarily inhale deeply.  
 
   “No problem.  I have four little brothers and I’m sort of an expert when it comes to dealing with brats.”
 
   My eyebrows shoot up.  “Four younger brothers?  Your poor mother!”
 
   He smiles at me then, one dimple emerging on his cheek.  His eyes are crinkled at the corners.  Whoa.  My pulse spikes noticeably.  
 
   This guy is ridiculous.  And dangerous.
 
   He’s got a face that you might pass over at first glance.  But once you really look—really see the dark eyebrows falling over the straight-edged angles that make up his features, you can’t look away.  
 
   I would say that he’s got the type of arousing attraction that has girls dropping their panties with one crooked grin and a few cliché words.  I’ve seen it happen to too many of my friends.  The fall is hard and fast and not easy to pick yourself up from.
 
   “Are you going to sit there and say that you wouldn’t like to deal with five of me?”  He points at his chest with a mocking smile that kills me.
 
   I sputter out a cough.  
 
   Admittedly, the first answer that comes to mind is not accompanied by a PG rating.  All the pores in my body seem to be opening up.  I fumble over my tongue to say something witty, and cute, and not laced with a sexual innuendo.  But, before I manage to botch my response, the line shifts forward and Sir Hotness steps away.  
 
   I take a long, jagged breath into my lungs and release it slowly.  Honestly, it’s probably a good thing that the conversation ended when it did.  Lord knows that I do not need that kind of complication in my life right now.  
 
   Despite my best intentions toward indifference, I spend the next six minutes simultaneously finishing the closing paragraph of my essay and darting looks at my sexy savior.
 
   Slim, dark brown pants cover his long legs.  Up top, he’s wearing a thin navy blue tee that fits him snugly in all the right places and exposes his sinewy forearms.  A black corded leather band circles his left wrist, and I think that I catch the glimmer of a silver ring on his thumb.  His long brown hair is tucked behind his ears so that I can clearly see the strong line of his unshaven jaw.  Absently, he touches the soft skin just below his ear and I suck in an uneven breath.  
 
   I remember that his eyes are somewhere in between brown and gold.  I also remember the tingle that coursed through my entire body when he looked at me.  I think my skin actually started to hum.  
 
   That isn’t normal, right?  
 
   Maybe for Payton, one of my roommates, who falls in lust with someone new nearly every other month, and drops him once she gets involved enough to learn his middle name.  But, I am not the type of girl to get goose bumps over some random guy—especially not a stranger with long hair who looks like he could use a good shave.
 
   I shake my head to clear it and turn back to my work.  After a final read-through, I click the send button to turn in the paper.  Checking the time, I note that I have about two and a half minutes to spare until the deadline.  Cake.  I lift my hands in a sort of silent cheer and stretch out my neck muscles.  As I turn my head, I look up and directly into brown eyes staring back at me from the cream and sugar counter.  A shot of something electric and warm buzzes through my entire body.  He smiles and I feel an answering grin spread across my face.  
 
   When he glances down quickly and chews on his bottom lip, I just about fall out of my chair.  A swarm of frenetic butterfly wings are flapping against the walls of my stomach.  
 
   So much for being an empowered independent woman, Ellie.  Apparently, I’m just as susceptible to a sexy look from a mysterious guy as the next girl.  
 
   He finishes stirring his coffee and slips the lid back on his cup.  He hesitates.  He chews that bottom lip some more and when he glances over at me again I just know that he is going to come talk to me.  
 
   I’m not sure how I feel about this.  On the one hand, this boy is completely intriguing.  The problem is that I do not need to be dealing with any distractions now—just when my life is about to get serious.  
 
   I take a deep breath and pretend to still be working on my paper.  In reality I’m trying to hold my head at an angle that I think shows off my long neck and angular cheekbones.  
 
   Four seconds.  Five.  Six.  I can sense someone beside me.  Someone tall.  Someone male.  
 
   He clears his throat, and I raise my head, and bat my eyelashes, and…  
 
   “What is that face for?”  My best friend Mark scrunches his nose.  He adjusts the strap of his leather messenger.  
 
   My mouth is slack.  I know that I must look like an idiot.
 
   With a huff, Mark slips into a purple chair opposite me.  He grabs my coffee cup off the table between us, and without further question, helps himself to a long sip.  
 
   Squaring his shoulders, he settles back and glares at me.  “Do I have spinach in my teeth or something?”
 
   Before I can answer, Mark holds up his hand dramatically and closes his eyes.  Long lashes dust his cheeks. “No.  Never mind Ellie-bear.  I don’t even want to know if I do.”  He shakes his head slightly.  “I have had the worst day ever, and if I find out that the entire time I was talking to Hal Shepherd I had green goo stuck between my teeth, I will kill myself.”  
 
   “Your teeth are fine,” I say, hurriedly pushing the words out of my mouth and twisting to the side to look around the coffeehouse for my mystery man.  The last place I saw him was by the cream and sugar counter, but now there’s just a bunch of girls there.  My eyes move to the corner and then the door.  
 
   “Damn it,” I murmur.  The guy is nowhere to be seen.  Gone—just like that.  
 
   “Seriously chica, what are we looking for?”  Mark cranes his neck to follow my gaze.  
 
   I look down, trying to conceal the disappointment that’s threatening to take over my face.  Swallowing against the sour taste that’s building in my mouth I mumble, “Never mind.”  
 
   “You look upset.”  Mark’s voice is laced with skepticism.
 
   That’s because I am upset.  Upset and insanely disappointed.  
 
   I take a deep breath and remind myself how absurd I’m acting.  I haven’t missed out on anything because nothing actually happened.  He was just some random guy that I exchanged a few dozen words with.  The encounter was nothing more.  Nothing.  
 
   “It’s honestly nothing,” I say tersely, adjusting my laptop and scooting back in my chair.  “I just thought that I saw someone from class.”
 
   Mark downs the last of my coffee.  Dropping the cup to the table, he scoots back in his chair and frowns.  “Whatever.  Like I said, I’ve had the worst day.  Starting with the fact that Greenly gave me hell about that paper I turned in last week.  He said some crap about having to redefine my source material.  As if I even know what that means.”  He pushes a stray blond curl away from his forehead and sighs, loud and breathy.  “Before I forget—Ainsley called my phone looking for you.”
 
   I pitch my head to the side.  “What did she want?”  
 
   Mark moves his bag from his knee to the floor and begins sifting through the contents looking for something.  Probably the latest in that romance series he’s been obsessing over lately.  
 
   “She said something about you forgetting your phone at home and gave me a teary diatribe about a momentous thing occurring at your house, and blah, blah… and more blah.”  He twirls his hand in the air.  Mark Temple is a hand-talker.  “Honestly, I wasn’t really listening, but I did catch that your ass needs to get home as soon as possible.”
 
   “Ooooh scary.”  I force a smile.  “Knowing how Ainsley is, I probably forgot to put my cereal bowl in the dishwasher and she wants us to have a heart to heart so that she can express her feelings on the matter.”  
 
   My roommate, Ainsley, tends to be a bit on the sensitive side.  She means well, but occasionally I feel like I’m living through an extended episode of Dr. Phil.
 
   Shaking my head, I stand to pack up my laptop and books.  
 
   As I give Mark a hug, I swear to myself that I’m not looking over his shoulder for my savior.  I. Am. Not. Looking.  
 
   Not even when I deliberately circle the coffee shop so that I can throw my cup in the trashcan that rests against the opposite wall instead of the one by the door. 
 
    And I tell myself that the feeling that lurches in my gut when I walk out the door and into the brilliant blue of a fall day is actually the salad I ate for lunch digesting wrong. 
 
   I sigh and head toward home.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Here, on the edge of campus, where the University blends into the comings and goings of everyday life, the sidewalk is active with people.
 
                 I have to duck around an older couple stopped in front of a shop window, discussing the merits of a china pattern on display.  I wonder if I’ll ever be old enough to care about china patterns.  I hope not.
 
                 Passing a stand of bike racks, I pull a study sheet from my bag.  I might as well keep myself occupied on the walk.  With less than two months until I take the LSAT, every opportunity for study time counts.
 
                 LSAT stands for: Law School Admissions Test.  You need to take it to get into law school.  Obviously.
 
                 And to get into Columbia Law, you need to do well on the LSAT.  Very well.  
 
   Columbia.  It’s my mantra.
 
   It’s where I’m headed next year.  It’s where both my mother and my father went to law school.  It’s where my father’s father went to law school.  Getting accepted to Columbia Law is what has been expected of me since birth.
 
   Just thinking about it gives me goose bumps.  This time next year, I’ll be living in New York City among glittery, wonderful people, and on track to be a corporate attorney like my parents.
 
                 I shake the last remnants of my hot boy induced delirium away and glance down at the study sheet gripped between my fingers.  It’s probably for the best that the coffee shop guy didn’t come over and talk to me.  I have a plan, and distractions have no part in it. 
 
                  
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225737]CHAPTER TWO
 
   Hannah, the Deserter
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” I say shaking my head, letting my fingers drop to the couch cushions.  “What do you mean she’s not coming back?”
 
                 “Ellie, I mean exactly what I said.  Hannah, our lovely roomie, has decided not to come back home,” Ainsley says carefully. 
 
   She takes her long hair and begins separating it into even segments and winding them over the splayed fingers of her hand.  After living together for over a year, I’ve seen her do this before, and I know that it’s a sign of stress.  The puffy eyes and red-tipped nose are an indication that tears aren’t far away.   
 
                 “What did Payton have to say about this?”
 
                 Ainsley swipes her palms against her cheeks.  Then she stands and walks to our small kitchen.  
 
   “Oh, you know how Payton is,” she says to me over her shoulder.  “She freaked out for about ten minutes, and then she redid her makeup and told me not to worry—that she’d start looking for a new roommate today.”  
 
   “A new roommate?”
 
   “That’s what she said.”  She pauses so that she can fill her electric tea kettle with tap water.  After flipping off the faucet she turns back to face me.  Her blue eyes are watery.  “Ellie, I just don’t know how we’re going to find someone this late in the year.  It’s not as if reliable homeless people are falling out of trees.  And if we can’t find a new roommate, how are we going to cover another person’s rent and Hannah’s portion of the electric and...” 
 
                 I can tell that Ainsley is about to start up the water works in a big way.  I am at her side quickly.  With my arm draped across her thin shoulders, I murmur that she shouldn’t worry.  But the truth is that I’m worried.  Our fourth roommate, Hannah, called the house this morning while I was at class.  She curtly informed Payton and Ainsley that she would no longer be living in the house with us.  Effective immediately.  
 
                 The four of us lived together in on-campus housing last year.  We were randomly paired up with one another, and at first, it was uncomfortable.  We could not be more different.  Payton’s a heavy partier, Ainsley’s a sweet sorority girl, Hannah’s into intramural sports, and I’m the studious one.  It took us a few weeks, but once we got over the initial hurdle, everything clicked into place.  I guess, sometimes the most inexplicable things end up being the ones that work the best.
 
   For our senior year, we decided to take the plunge and rent a small four bedroom house on a quiet street that borders the north side of campus.  It’s quite a bit more expensive than the dorms, but it’s a whole house.  And, there were supposed to be four of us to split the bills between.  At the time that we signed the lease, it had seemed doable. 
 
                 Today, not so much.
 
                 My parents have the money, but I’m on a fairly strict student budget.  They tell me that learning to manage my spending will build character or something like that.  
 
                 “I just don’t understand this!  What the hell is Hannah thinking?”  I let my head fall back against the wall with a thud.  
 
                 Ainsley’s shoulders waggle.  She pours hot water from the electric kettle into her favorite mug and drops in a tea bag.  The mug is decorated with little cartoon owls and proudly states “Owl have some tea” in girlish pink writing along the rim.  
 
   “I doubt that she’s thinking at all,” she says grimly. 
 
   “I know.  But—what the hell is wrong with her?  We’re her best friends!”  
 
    “I agree.  Hannah was always a bit reckless, but this is ridiculous.”  She adjusts the tea bag and looks at me.  
 
   Ridiculous just about sums it up.  Back in August Hannah was invited for a three week program in London starting in September.  Her major is International Marketing, so the program had seemed like a golden opportunity.  We’d all encouraged her to take it.  In fact, we threw her a going away party, complete with a batch of jello shots and a cake decorated with the Union Jack.  
 
   None of us could have anticipated that she would fall head over heels for some British dude in a matter of weeks.  Or that she’d decide to bail on us and her last year of college in America.
 
   “Ainsley, I’m sure that when Payton gets home we’re going to figure this all out.”  With my arm still around her fragile shoulders, I lead her over to the couch.  “You know, maybe I should try calling Hannah.  Last spring, do you remember when I talked her out of getting that God-awful fairy tattoo on her butt cheek?  I might be able to reason with her this time.”  
 
   “Don’t even bother.”  Ainsley settles into the cushions and sniffs the air.  “She was being so bitchy on the phone this morning.  She and Payton really got into it.  At this point, I doubt that she’ll answer a call from any of us.”  
 
   “She will if she knows what’s good for her,” I warn, but even to my own ears the threat sounds empty.
 
   “Oh my God Ellie, do you realize that my parents are going to kill me?”  Ainsley lifts her blonde head.  Her blue eyes are round and full of salty tears.  “They told me that I should stay in the dorms.  They said that it was safer and made more sense financially, but I insisted on getting this house with you guys.  Now the whole thing is a debacle.”
 
   “A debacle?”  I ask, fighting back the beginnings of a smile.
 
   Ainsley’s eyes narrow at me.  “Yes, Elizabeth Jane Glass.  A debacle,” she snaps.
 
   I hold up my hands in mock surrender.  “Okay.  I get it.  We’re in a bit of a bind here.  Just let me think.”  
 
   I jump to my feet and start to pace the room.  My mind is surging in fifty different directions—all of them senseless.  I don’t even notice when Ainsley’s phone bings.
 
   “You’re not going to believe it,” she says with a tiny gasp.  Her thin body is bent forward over the coffee table so that she can read a text message from her phone screen.
 
   “What?”  I ask, bracketing my forearms against the back of the couch.
 
   Ainsley looks up at me.  Her face is pinched in a strange mixture of excitement and concern.  “Payton thinks she may have found us a new roommate.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So basically the only catch is that she is actually a he.”
 
                 Payton rolls her eyes at me.  She’s got her short, dark hair pulled into a spiky side ponytail.  Today her nails are painted a glittery black.  She’s wearing about ten different necklaces around her neck and at least a half-dozen bracelets on her arm.  She’s kind of got a thing for accessories.    
 
   “Well, he was never a she to begin with, but if you mean that our replacement roommate would be male, then yes, that is the only catch,” she says.
 
                 The three of us are eating pizza on the wood floor.  This is what the average person would consider the dining room.  If we had a table.  
 
                 “Well, I want to know what this Ben guy looks like,” Ainsley says, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder.  She takes a bite of cheese pizza and wipes her chin with a napkin.  Her earlier stress seems to have evaporated.  In its place, an abundance of lustful hormones have blossomed.  I’m not sure which I prefer.  “Specifically, I’d like to know whether or not he’s hot.”
 
                 With what I’m hoping is a withering glare, I lift my finger and shake my head.  I say, “Do not even answer that question Payton.  It doesn’t matter in the slightest what this guy looks like.  If we are actually going to do this, we’ve got to have some ground rules.  And rule numero uno is that absolutely, under no circumstances, save an apocalyptic situation in which you would be responsible for the propagation of the human race, are any of us allowed to have sexual relations with this Ben guy.”
 
                 Ainsley sets her mouth in a saggy frown and bats her eyelashes.  I am familiar with this look.  It’s her signature pout.  “Even if he’s hot?”
 
                 I tuck in my chin and level my gaze at her.  “Even if he’s hot?  Lord, especially if he’s hot!  Those are the worst kind of guys, and by your fourth year of college, you should have figured that out already.”  I take a massive bite of pizza as if to emphasize my point.
 
                 Payton adjusts her collection of bracelets and stretches back on her elbows.  She sighs loudly and taps her finger against the half-wall the separates the kitchen from the dining room. “I hate to say it, but I think Ellie might be right about this one.”
 
                 I about choke on the bite of pizza in my mouth.  My roomies never think I’m right.  To them, I’m always over-planning, over-analyzing, over-studying.  I’m Ellie Glass: Destroyer of Fun. 
 
                 I take a quick swig of my bubbly soda and swallow it down harshly.  “Come again?”
 
                 Payton grunts.  “The thing is that Megan told me that Ben is hot, but she also said that he’s just getting out of a long relationship.  That’s one of the reasons why he’s looking for a place to live to begin with.  The last thing any of us needs is for some ill-fated rebound romance to completely screw this arrangement up.”
 
                 I’m stunned with Payton’s logic.  It’s basically what I’ve been thinking from the moment she texted the words male roommate, but I don’t expect her to be so rational.  It’s not Payton’s style—especially when it comes to dealings with the opposite sex.   
 
                 “Exactly,” I say, nodding my head slowly.  “It would be a…a…”  I search for the right term.
 
                 “A debacle,” Ainsley offers quietly.  She’s swirling her index finger around the inside of her water glass.  
 
                 “Then it’s settled.  Who’s in?”  Payton sits back up.  Her necklaces make a tinkling sound.  She looks between Ainsley and me then thrusts her right hand forward with her palm face down.
 
                 “Me,” I say firmly.  I spread my hand flat on top of hers.
 
                 Ainsley bites the inside of her cheek for about five seconds before she caves.  With a reluctant smile, she places her hand on top of mine.  “Alright, let’s do this.”
 
                 “Jesus, talk about irony.”  Payton smiles slyly.  “Who would have ever thought that I’d be initiating a no-sex pact?”
 
                 A laugh bubbles up from inside of me.  “No one.  Not in a million years.”
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next several days are a blur of activity.  Ainsley, Payton and I pack up cardboard boxes with Hannah’s clothes and personal things.  The furniture in Hannah’s bedroom stays put.  Apparently, Ben doesn’t have much in the way of belongings so he’s grateful for whatever furniture we’ve got.
 
                 Admittedly, I am a little worried about living with a strange guy. 
 
   There are only a few things that I know about Ben Hamilton.  The first is that he used to work at a restaurant downtown with Payton’s friend, Megan.  The second is that he’s a musician.  He plays the cello with the University Symphony.  This pleases me because I picture “orchestra type,” as opposed to some dude in a garage band that’ll be bringing stoners and drunken, slutty groupies in and out the front door at all hours of the night.  The third thing I know about Ben is that he’s just been through a nasty breakup.  The story we get from Megan is that he caught his girlfriend of two years in bed with his best friend.  Ouch.  
 
   Ainsley meets him Wednesday afternoon when he stops by to check out the house and his bedroom.  I’d been previously committed to meeting with my study group Wednesday, so I missed him by about twenty minutes.  The exact words that Ainsley uses to describe our soon-to-be roommate to me later are totally dreamy.  
 
   Great.  
 
   In my mind this description doesn’t answer the question of whether or not Ben will make a decent housemate.  I want to know the big stuff.  Like, if he agreed not to host any wild parties without our previous consent, or if he seems like the kind of guy that will keep the toilet seat down so that I don’t fall in if I have to pee in the middle of the night.  
 
   He’s supposed to be moving in over the weekend.  
 
                 On Friday afternoon, Mark and I decide to get cappuccinos for the walk back to my place.  
 
                 “Do you want to go out tonight?”  He inclines his head to me.
 
                 “What?”  I push the door open and breathe in the scent of coffee through my nostrils.
 
                 “I asked if you wanted to go out tonight.  Like dancing or something fun.”
 
                 I shake my head, letting my hands drop down.  “I can’t.  I have to study for the LSAT.”
 
                 “Ermahgerd!  Enough already.  Studying for that thing is all you’ve done for the past month, Ellie.”
 
                 “We’ll go dancing when this test is over.  I promise,” I say, looping my hand through his elbow and stepping into line.    
 
   Mark starts to tell me about the horror of having to go back to the library to redo his source work for the paper he turned in last week.  As we move forward to place our drink orders, I am not scanning every face for my handsome savior.  
 
   I am not.  
 
   Okay, okay…  I am, though I’m loath to admit it.  Even to myself.  
 
                 “Ellie-bear, what has been up with you for the past few days?”  Mark asks as he stirs a packet of sweetener into his cup and replaces the lid gingerly.  
 
                 I look over at my best friend.  His eyes are drawn together in scrutiny behind hipster black-rimmed glasses perched on the bridge of his nose.  They aren’t even prescription.  He only wears them when he feels like appearing more intellectual.  
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
   “You just seem out of sorts,” he says, rubbing his hand over his ear.  “Is it this thing with Hannah?  Or school?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you finally decided to let me give you a makeover?”  Mark’s eyebrows shoot up with interest. 
 
   “I do not need a makeover!”
 
   “Well, maybe not an entire makeover, but I think that we can both agree that it’s time to retire that shirt that you’re wearing.”  
 
                 I push open the frosted glass door that leads to the outside world and let out my breath.  If I can’t confide the woes of my defunct love life to my best friend, then why bother having a best friend at all?  
 
   “No, Mark,” I say, scrunching up my nose.  “It’s not school, or Hannah, or a makeover.  It’s something completely lame.  I’ll tell you, but first you have to promise not to laugh at me.”
 
                 His mouth goes slack.  His left hand goes to his chest.  “Me?”  He asks, laying on the innocent act.  
 
   “Yes, you.”
 
   “I would never laugh at you darling.  But, I will admit that now you’ve piqued my curiosity.”  
 
                 “Well…” I begin slowly, taking a step forward.
 
   Mark interrupts me with a grunt.  He freezes dramatically on the sidewalk, letting three people brush by him.  “Elizabeth Glass, tell me right now.  Does the forlorn look on your face have anything to do with a boy?”
 
                 I grab Mark’s hand and tug.  He lurches forward, nearly spilling his cappuccino down his shirt.  
 
   “Okay, first of all, don’t call me Elizabeth.  Second, I am not forlorn.  Forlorn is a term reserved for losers and literary characters from the 19th century.  I am neither.”  I wipe my hair from my forehead before continuing.  “And third, there is a boy involved in this story.  But it’s really a commentary on missed opportunity rather than a retelling of some flimsy moment of infatuation.” 
 
                 While we walk down the tree-lined sidewalk that edges the north side of campus and leads to my house, I tell Mark what happened at the coffee shop on Monday.  
 
                 “So that’s it?”  Mark sounds disappointed. 
 
   A biker in an electric blue helmet speeds by and I let my eyes follow him until he disappears around a corner.  
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.”  I think about what I want to say.  It’s hard for me to describe the feeling properly.  “It’s not so much that I missed out on meeting that particular guy.  It’s more that I’m upset with myself, because now I’m always going to wonder about him.  I should have at least tried, you know?”
 
   We stop at the mailbox where the brick of my house’s front walkway kisses the grass.  
 
   Mark shrugs.  “I think you’re upset about the guy too.”
 
   I laugh as I take out the mail and begin to shuffle through the envelopes.  “You’re probably right.”  
 
   “I just don’t understand why you did nothing about it.  You’re not particularly shy with guys.”
 
   This is true.  But maybe that’s because I’ve never really been interested in someone enough to get shy.  I’m not accustomed to the butterflies-in-my-stomach sensation.  It completely threw me.  
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  I don’t have to time to date someone right now anyway.”
 
   Mark rolls his eyes upward.  “That’s a load of crap, Ellie-bear.”
 
   “Next year…”  I start.
 
   “Screw next year.  Why didn’t you say something to me when I showed up?  You know that I’m an excellent wing man,” he chides as he twists the end of his checked scarf around his neck.  A cool autumn wind picks up, blowing the smells of buttered toast and nutmeg and red currants over to us.  The trees sketched out against the bright blue sky are tipped in flames.  A few dried leaves—brown as packaging paper—scatter to the ground around our feet. 
 
                 I shake my head and keep my eyes down as if I’m incredibly focused on sifting through the collection of letters in my hand.  “Because he’d already disappeared, and like I said before—the entire thing was really a non-event.  Honestly, I don’t know why I’m bringing it up.  I talked to him for about thirty seconds.  It was a handful of heartbeats.  Hardly anything to get myself worked up over.”
 
                 Mark’s right hand goes to his hip and he kicks out his foot.  “Yet here you stand, worked up and blushing like a schoolgirl.”
 
                 I stick my tongue out at him.  “Have I told you before that you’re obnoxious?”
 
                  “At least a thousand times.”  Mark slips my hand over his arm and pulls me up the walk, rocking his body so that his hip bumps into mine.  “Now tell me all the good parts.” 
 
                 “Umm… I thought that’s what I just did.” 
 
                 He clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth.  “I mean... the good stuff.  Height?  Build?  Eye color?  Lefty or righty?”
 
                 “God Mark!  Get your mind out of the gutter!”  I laugh and duck my head sheepishly.
 
                 Mark adjusts his grip on my arm.  “Look, if your exceptionally handsome super BFF isn’t going to ask you these questions, who will?”
 
                 I open the front door, my thoughts running through the memory of the guy.  “Tall… very tall and lanky, but not awkward looking,” I say decidedly.  “He had long dark brown hair and almond-shaped eyes that were just a few shades lighter than his hair.”
 
   I think about his mouth.  It was curved and sensual, but I can’t say that out loud.  Mark would never let me live it down.  I sigh.  “He was sort of edgy—like maybe an artist, or a writer, or something like that.”
 
   “The kind of guy that would look at home in Brooklyn?”
 
   I laugh.  “Yeah, I guess so.  He had on a leather bracelet.”  
 
   I shiver and turn to face the small table by the front door.  Ainsley set up a system of wire mesh baskets for sorting the mail between us and she does not like any deviation from the agreed upon arrangement. 
 
                 “Huh.  So a tall and sexy bracelet-wearer?”
 
                 I blow my bangs out of my eyes and nod.  “Well I didn’t say sexy, but yeah.”
 
                 “And long hair?”  Mark leans with his back against the front door and his arms folded across his chest.  His blond eyebrows are drawn in so that they’re hidden behind his thick eyeglass frames.  
 
                 I flip an envelope into Payton’s basket.  “Yes, almost to his shoulders.  He was a bit… scruffy.  You know that isn’t my normal thing, but this guy was different somehow.”
 
                 “I see…  Different how?   Like that guy?”  He tips his chin toward the kitchen.  
 
                 I turn my body in the direction that Mark indicates and everything slips—like I’m looking at and through the scene playing out in my kitchen at the same time.  I open my mouth and my heart falls down my throat.  
 
   He’s here.  My coffee shop rescuer is in my freaking kitchen.  And he’s loading glasses into my dishwasher like he belongs here.  
 
   His hair is rumpled and he’s wearing a muted red shirt over jeans and that same leather cuff on his wrist.  He’s tapping his fingers against his leg and moving his feet across the grey linoleum floor almost like he’s dancing to music. 
 
   I momentarily stop breathing.
 
                 What the hell?
 
                 I catch myself getting dizzy.  I’m literally slipping down the wall.  I shake my head and force in a gulp of air through my clenched teeth.
 
                 Mark is leaning over my shoulder.  “Well?” He asks me, eyebrows lifted high on his forehead and nostrils flared.
 
   “Uh, yeah.  Exactly like that guy,” I whisper in a high-pitched, squeaky voice that doesn’t even sound like mine.
 
                 The guy turns and sees Mark and me standing in the hall near the door.  His eyes round in surprise.  He lifts a hand and pops out a set of green ear buds from his ears.  He tosses the cord loosely over his shoulder and pushes his dark hair back.  
 
   “Sorry,” he says in a slightly accented voice.  It’s deeper and softer than I remember. He stands to his full height and laughs.  He has a nice laugh.  “I didn’t hear you guys come in.”
 
                 He comes forward then, wiping his hands on the thighs of his faded jeans and adjusting his shirt so that it covers the entirety of his long torso.  Neither Mark nor I move.  I’m pretty sure that my bottom jaw is flapping somewhere around my knees.   
 
   “You must be Ellie,” he says.  There’s a smile sitting casually on his face.  
 
   I smile back, but awkwardly.  I’m trying to process this.  I’m trying not to react too strongly to the fact that this guy knows my name and is in my house.  
 
   As he crosses the living room and really looks at me for the first time, I can see the moment of recognition—the tiny flicker that flashes through his brown eyes and alters his expression.  His step changes slightly.  It’s almost as if the air stills for a fraction of a moment before sputtering back to life.  He shakes his head and wipes one hand down his face, squeezing his chin.  
 
   “Wow,” he says.  “This is strange.” 
 
                 “Hi,” I respond cautiously, trying to think of a way to salvage the moment.  Words are propped on my tongue.  “Ummm… what are you doing here?”  
 
   I look around, like I expect someone to appear from behind a piece of furniture with an explanation.  My heart is hammering and my mind is whirling—throwing thoughts all over the place. 
 
                 He looks uncomfortable in numerous ways.  He tucks his long brown hair behind his ears again and rolls his shoulders forward.  “Actually, I live here as of today or tomorrow I guess.”  He extends his hand to me and I think I catch it quiver.  Just barely.  “I’m Ben Hamilton.”
 
                 My eyes widen and I clutch the last piece of mail in my hand—a glossy marketing postcard for Payton—so tightly that I think I might break my nails.  
 
                 On my left, Mark’s blaring white grin leads me to the conclusion that his teeth are probably going to fall out of his mouth.  
 
   When my best friend finally speaks, his words are swollen with unabashed amusement.  “Too perfect,” he chirrups, grabbing my right hand and squeezing it between his fingers.
 
                 I squeeze back.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225738]CHAPTER THREE
 
   Coriander-less Kabobs
 
    
 
    
 
   There are so many odd moments in life.  Like the time that Mark and I got trapped in an elevator in Richmond for three hours.  We were in there with a Hollywood-based talent agent and ended up getting two signed movie posters and free tickets to an amazing concert out of the ordeal.  
 
   Or, there was that incident in the fourth grade, when my babysitter’s dog really did eat my homework assignment. 
 
   Strange things happen even in real life and the only thing to do is to get over it.  I spend the weekend reminding myself of this and rationalizing the fact that my mystery coffee house crush is Ben Hamilton, and Ben Hamilton is also my new roommate.  
 
   I do all of my normal things.  I study Friday night like planned.  On Saturday afternoon, Mark kidnaps me and whisks me away to the mall for a shopping excursion.  Afterward, we get strawberry and chocolate parfaits and sit on a bench outside of Winchesters.  We make up stories about the people that walk past us and laugh like we normally do.  
 
   I clean and fold my laundry.  I watch bad reality TV at night and study for the LSAT during commercial breaks.  On Sunday morning, I paint my nails.  
 
   The whole time, I tell myself that Ben being my new roommate is just like every other odd event in my life—soon it will fade into the background noise.  It’s a non-issue.  
 
   I’m simply going to avoid him as much as possible.  
 
   This is hardly a challenge considering that he moved in the last of his boxes around noon on Saturday, and stayed away from the house for the rest of the weekend.  It doesn’t escape me that he could be with a girl, shacked-up and rolling around in her bed. 
 
   The pinpricks of jealousy that break out on my skin and the way that my stomach turns over, are not good signs.  I have to remind myself more than once that Ben is completely off limits by my own proclamation. 
 
   Late Sunday, while I’m lying in bed with an LSAT study guide propped up on my knee, I hear the click of Ben’s car door and remote locks through my bedroom window.  The front door opens and closes softly.  His uneven steps echo on the wooden floor of the hallway along with another sound.  I listen closely, finally realizing that he must be carrying an instrument in the house with him.  Just outside my door, he stumbles and I hear his hand go to the wall for balance.  I catch my breath. 
 
   Later, I fall asleep trying to listen carefully for Ben’s rhythmic breathing through the thin wall that separates our bedrooms. 
 
                 I have an early class Monday, and beforehand I’m going to shoot some photos of a new sculpture installation some art students put up on campus last week.  It’s all sleek metal lines and strange, sharp corners.  If I get there in the right morning light, I know that I can take some amazing shots.  
 
   When I was twelve, my grandmother gave me a ridiculously expensive camera for Christmas because my parents thought it would be good for my academic resume to be on the middle school newspaper staff.  All of the writing spots were already filled, but there was an opening for a photographer.  My newspaper career only lasted two lousy months, but I’ve been playing around with a camera ever since.    
 
   I dress quickly in loose jeans and a thin purple sweater that falls off one shoulder.  To save on time, my hairdryer and trusty paddle brush are ignored, and I leave my damp hair to dry to its natural state of disorderly waves.   
 
                 I slip an oatmeal granola bar into my backpack, and turn to the refrigerator.  Bending down, I catch a glimpse of Ben’s dark head as he shuffles from his bedroom to the bathroom.  I try not to notice that he’s shirtless and far more muscled than I would have guessed.  The skin covering the hard expanse of his stomach is smooth and curves up to his well-defined arms.  He has no hair on his chest.  He reaches forward for the doorknob and I see a sliver of lime green boxers peeking out from the above the waistband of his pants.  
 
   I take a deep, shaky breath and force my eyes back to the refrigerator.  I’m supposed to be looking for a bottle of water to take with me on campus, not drooling over my new housemate.
 
                 From her perch on the kitchen counter, Payton is eyeing me with brash curiosity.  She holds a mug of steaming coffee clasped between her palms.  Her short hair is held away from her face by two disheveled pigtails.  The small silver stud in her right nostril glints under the florescent kitchen light.  
 
   “Like what you see?” She winks conspiratorially and chuckles.
 
                 In response, I say nothing.  I simply shake my head blandly before stuffing the water bottle into my bag and heading for the front door.              
 
   “He’s hot,” Payton throws out at me.
 
   “And?”  I challenge, paused half-in and half-out of the house, my fingers touching the doorknob.  
 
   She shrugs and turns away.  “It’s just a casual observation.”
 
   I don’t even respond.  I just let the door slam shut behind me.
 
   That night, Ainsley and I make bad grilled cheese sandwiches and collapse on the couch to watch our favorite nighttime soap series.  The house is quiet and I finally relax for the first time since Friday afternoon.  
 
   I’ve been informed that Ben is at band practice.  Apparently he is also the “band type”—some indie group that Payton’s friend Megan says is “killer.”  Honestly, it isn’t all that surprising given his looks.  There’s no way a face like that stays hidden in a pit behind a cello all of the time.  
 
   With my legs propped on the coffee table and Ainsley’s head resting on my shoulder, I decide that the whole arrangement isn’t so bad.  
 
   I can do this.  
 
   Unlike most girls my age, guys have never, ever been my weakness, and I’m not about to let one ruin anything for me now.  After all, if the past few days are any indication, I’m barely going to see Ben Hamilton and his gorgeous face.  
 
   What’s that old saying?  Out of sight, out of mind.  
 
                 By Wednesday, I start to think that having a man sleeping in the room next to mine at night is actually a good thing.  A bonus, if you will.  
 
   Just think of the spiders Ainsley, Payton and I won’t have to catch, or the clogged toilets that our male roommate can plunge for us, or the high closet shelves that can be reached without the assistance of a stepladder.  
 
                 That’s when the incident occurs.  
 
                 That’s really the best way to think of it.  
 
                 Kiss sounds so much more intimate.
 
    
 
    
 
                 I get home from class around three in the afternoon and collapse on my bed.  Last night I stayed up way too late catching up on assignments and going over the LSAT practice material that my mother insisted that I complete.  She’s sort of obsessed.
 
   To say that Columbia Law is a “big deal” to my parents would be the understatement on the century.  Columbia is where they met.  It was the launching pad for their prominent careers.  
 
   And it is a universally accepted fact that after my own graduation from Columbia Law, I will join their Washington D.C. practice.  It’s something that no one questions—like you don’t eat sandwiches from gas station vending machines, you don’t talk politics at weddings or Bat Mitzvahs, and Elizabeth Jane Glass is going to be a successful corporate attorney like her parents.  
 
   It’s just that my senior year of college might be turning into more than I bargained for.  I signed up for a slew of graduate level classes and now I’m paying the price with more than my fair share of late nights.  So, it isn’t really a surprise that my eyes close almost the moment that my head hits the pillow.  When I wake a few hours later, my room is cast in the dusky blue-black of night.  
 
   I roll to one side and give myself a few minutes to adjust to this new state of being.  Slowly, the disorientation of daytime dreams slips away and I start to notice things—like the sound of faint music filtering in underneath my bedroom door, and the warm, savory smells that are tickling my nose.  Scratching sandy sleep out of the corners of my eyes, I throw my feet out of bed.  
 
                 Some band that I’ve never heard before is playing from the small speaker over by the television.  The chords are simple, drifting up slowly and sliding around my head, mixing with my thoughts.  It’s almost like I’m still asleep.  I glance up and Ben is standing in the kitchen staring into our pathetic excuse for a spice cabinet.  I very nearly turn away and sneak back into my bedroom like the coward I suspect that I am, but something about the napping, and the music, and the pot boiling on the stovetop has me feeling bold.     
 
                 “Looking longer won’t make anything good appear,” I say, placing my hands across my chest.
 
                 Ben turns.  His hair falls across his forehead into his eyes, which are more unusual than I first thought.  I see flecks of amber and gold dance across his chocolate irises. 
 
   “Right,” he says.  The crooked smile that I remember from the coffee shop appears.  He tucks the offending hair behind his ear and peers back into the cabinet.  “I’m guessing that you wouldn’t know where the coriander is.”
 
                 This makes me tip my head and laugh out loud.  
 
   Ben’s smile gets wider and that one adorable dimple deepens.  “Is something funny?”  
 
   “I don’t even know what coriander is, so I don’t think you’re going to find it in this kitchen.”  I shrug and take a step closer.  Now, Ben and I are at a dangerous proximity.  The hairs on the back of my neck come to attention.  My skin tingles.  “I hate to be the one to break the news to you, but Payton, Ainsley and I all have the culinary skills of a group of orangutans.  We’re more of the toasting-bagel and ordering-pizza variety.”
 
                 Ben laughs and there is an answering flutter in my chest.  I notice for the first time that his teeth are a bit uneven.  One canine juts slightly forward at the wrong angle.  
 
   “Well then, coriander-less kabobs it is.”  He mock sighs, bowing his head.  With his back to me, he slips a broiling pan into the oven and fiddles with the control knobs.  “How will we manage?”
 
   “I think we’ll survive,” I hedge.
 
   Ben looks at me over his shoulder.  “I wanted to grill these but I saw that the propane tank on the grill is empty.”
 
                 I scrunch my nose.  “Yeah….  I’m not even sure how that thing works, and my instincts tell me that I should stay away from devices that combine gas and fire.”
 
                 “Always trust your instincts,” Ben nods in agreement.  His left hip is resting against the counter and his feet are crossed at the ankles. 
 
   Standing here in the kitchen, I’m struck again by the whole of him—the unevenness, the shaggy dark brown hair, the long, lean arms, the scruff along his jaw, and those warm caramel-infused eyes.  I find myself wishing that I could still this moment and keep it in my mind like a picture.  
 
   I lift my gaze and catch him looking back at me.  My breath hitches and a warm pink heat rushes to my cheeks.  Before I can embarrass myself anymore, I turn away and busy my hands, rearranging the folded dish towels stacked near the sink.  
 
   “So what can I do to help?”  I ask hastily.
 
   If Ben notices that my voice is strange, he’s gracious about it.  He shows me how to chop the parsley we need to add to the rice that’s boiling on the stovetop.  Then, we work on slicing red and green peppers diagonally.  The spaces between his culinary instructions are littered with questions about my life and my plans for the future.
 
   “So, why do you want to be a lawyer?”  He asks, sliding the slices of pepper into a large bowl with the blunt edge of the knife he’s been using.  He wipes his hand on a kitchen towel and turns to me.  His face is expectant. 
 
   It’s a simple question.  
 
   It’s a question that I should be able to answer quickly—succinctly.  But, the thing is that no one has ever asked me that before.  There’s no why involved in the formula that is my life plan.  It just is.  
 
   So I stammer and say something that sounds worthwhile.  But, I end up feeling like it’s lacking—like I’m playing a kind of game with myself.  And by the look on Ben’s face as he watches me, he knows it.  That bothers me more than it should.  
 
   Because I like Ben.
 
   He’s  funny.
 
   He’s smart.
 
   He’s proficient on three instruments and is going to be auditioning for several orchestra placements in the spring.  He’s also the bass guitarist for an indie band that plays local bars a few nights a month.  He bites his lip and his cheeks flush noticeably red when I ask him if he’s hounded by groupies in miniskirts and push-up bras.  
 
   I like the way that he obsessively tucks his hair behind his ears as he talks, and how his whole body moves when he’s nodding his head.  He’s enthusiastic about the things that he likes, and lately I’ve been noticing that enthusiasm is a rare commodity among a generation of young men that value disengagement and pop their chins and say, “sup” in lieu of a greeting.
 
   Ben shares stories about his family—about the little brothers that dominate his home life and the mother that rules them all.  I laugh until tears drip onto my cheeks when he tells me about eleven year old Kyle rigging up a homemade zip-line extending from the rooftop of their house to a tree across the street.  Needless to say, it did not end well.  He fell into a neighbor’s trashcan and broke his wrist.
 
   Payton joins us when she gets home from class.  With her presence, the music gets louder and a bottle of wine is opened.  Then we delve into a second bottle.  
 
   Sometime between dinner and ripping into a bag of Oreos, a deck of cards and a bottle of vanilla flavored vodka are introduced into the mixture.  
 
   Ben sits next to me on the floor with his long spidery legs crossed in front of his body.  He doesn’t have shoes on and it’s first time I’ve seen his bare feet up close.  I note his narrow toes and the way that he wiggles them against the wood floor while he’s thinking about his cards.  
 
   Each time his arm brushes against mine, or I catch the already familiar soapy scent of him, I try not to lose my way.  I hunch forward, curling my shoulders inward over my chest.  I attempt to stay focused on the playing cards in my hand, and it works.  I end up winning two times in a row.  
 
   Payton mutters under her breath and throws her cards down, but Ben flashes me a dimpled smile so wide and beautiful that it hurts.  I look at the floor.  I’m confused and a tad off-balance by the huge feeling unraveling inside of me.  
 
   Like some kind of cosmic joke, Payton’s phone buzzes.  She gets up and walks into her bedroom to answer it, leaving Ben and me alone on the dining room floor.
 
   There are a thousand things that I want to say right now, but I can’t even breathe properly, let alone get real words out.  Ben is fiddling with his cards.  His dark eyebrows cut a straight line across his forehead.  
 
   My left foot is hooked under my right knee, and my palms are flat on the floor.  I untangle myself so that my legs stick out straight.  Looking sideways, Ben follows my movements with hooded eyes.  He sucks in a visible breath and curls the hand not holding his cards into a tightly balled fist.  
 
   Imprisoned inside of my ribcage, my heart starts beating faster.  My face is on fire.  Chills are breaking out on my skin, and I wonder if Ben can see the effect that he’s having on me.
 
   I start to imagine him touching me on purpose.  Not just an accidental brush as he reaches across me for another Oreo.  A deliberate touch.  One that is intended to make a point.  
 
   I ponder how Ben’s long, slender fingers would feel grazing the bumps of my ribcage.  I picture his thumbs running along the waistband of my jeans, tickling the sensitive skin there.  I think about his warm lips, sweeping over mine and moving down my neck.  
 
   Payton is still talking in the other room.  I can hear the muffled sounds of her mellow laughter over the music and the erratic pattern of my heartbeats.  
 
   Ben’s mouth is parted and he’s placed his cards facedown beside him.  His expression is on the brink of something that I don’t quite understand.  I screw my eyes closed.  I suspect that the wine and the vodka swimming through my system are partly to blame for the churning in my gut.  I silently remind myself the multitude of reasons why pursuing anything with Ben is a bad idea.  
 
   1)       He’s not my type.  He’s scruffy, whereas I’m put-together.  I wear cardigans for God’s sake.  I think that effectively blocks me from being allowed to date musicians.
 
   2)     Ben is my roommate.    
 
   3)      I made a pact with Payton and Ainsley.  I made the two of them promise that they wouldn’t go after Ben, regardless of how tempting he turned out to be.  That has to stand for something. 
 
   I halfway convince myself.
 
   I stand, my knees wobbling slightly under my weight.  
 
   Ben looks up at me from the floor.  His eyes are dark in the diffused light.  He frowns and a single line appears between his eyebrows.  
 
   “I think I need to call it a night,” I say quietly, rocking forward onto my toes.  My breathing is shallow.
 
   With his eyes still on me, he shakes his head softly like he’s chasing away a thought.  He says only, “Okay.”
 
   I feel inexplicably stupid.  I let my feelings get away from me, and now I need them back.  
 
   I turn and start walking toward my room.  At the corner I have to brace my arm against the wall because my head feels light and dizzy.  I know that I’ve had a lot to drink, but I guess I didn’t realize how much.  Now, it’s hitting me hard.  I close my eyes and start to sway.
 
   “Whoa, Ellie!”  Ben comes up behind me, slipping his right arm around the indentation of my waist.  He shifts my weight against his side, and draws my head against his chest.  With sure hands, he smoothes my hair back so that it’s off my face.  
 
     When I open my eyes, he’s watching me.  He’s so close—just a few inches away.  I can feel his warm breath running over my lips.  
 
   Ben leads me down the hall to my room.  He sets me down awkwardly on the bed so that I’m slouched over some throw pillows.  
 
   I push the pillows onto the floor and tip back so that I’m flat on my back on top of my green-patterned duvet.  I let my arms trail above me so that my fingertips brush the cool wood of my headboard.  Ben bends down and lifts my legs, gently pulling my socks off one by one.  His fingers are cold, and I curl my toes into ten tight balls.  He chuckles.  
 
   There are no lights on in my bedroom, but the single bulb in the hall casts a thin silver halo over us.  Even though Ben’s face is a puzzle of grey shadows, I can still make out his eyes.  They are somehow brighter than any other part of him.  
 
   When he looks at me this time, I look back and the air between us catches fire.  It’s like all the molecules in the room have been kicked into hyperdrive.  
 
   Ben shifts his torso forward, his body pressing me further into the mattress.  I hold my breath tightly in my chest, but I don’t break eye contact.  
 
   Every part of me is trembling.  Too many thoughts are tumbling around in my head.  Like I’m thinking about how this is a bad idea, and how I’ll have to wake up one room down from him for the next seven months, and how I made Payton and Ainsley promise not to do exactly what I’m thinking about doing and that makes me a hypocrite.  
 
   But then there’s the fresh soapy smell of him everywhere, and the mesmerizing way that he’s looking at me as if he’s just as hungry as I am.  Ben’s lips open on a soft sigh, and I’m run through.  It’s like an actual physical ache that shatters my bones and my resolve.  I lift my hands to his face.  I hold on, rubbing my palms against the gritty two-day stubble that coats his cheeks.  I’m afraid that letting go will unwind the moment and things will go back to how they were ten seconds ago.  
 
   Ben blinks.  I smolder.  He blinks again.  Then he leans closer and my body melts to accommodate his.  When his mouth is just an inch away from mine, he pauses.  It’s almost like he’s giving me one final chance to push him away.  I don’t.  
 
   So, Ben Hamilton kisses me. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225739]CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Twins
 
    
 
    
 
   “Shhhh!” I whisper harshly into the phone.  
 
                 Mark chortles.  “Ellie, you just told me that Ben is at class.  I recognize that you want to believe that this guy has superpowers of some sort, but I don’t think he can hear us all the way from a classroom on campus,” he reasons in my ear.
 
                 Mark is right, of course.  Still, I have my hand cupped protectively over the mouthpiece of my cell phone, and I’m talking to him from inside a sort of tent I’ve made out of my bed covers.  I’m not taking any chances.
 
                 Typically, the first thing Mark does when I tell him about the kiss is shriek.  Then, he asks for all the juicy details.  
 
   I’m trying my best not to sound like a romantic sap, but it’s supremely difficult.  I keep replaying the kiss over and over—Ben bending over me, his hair falling forward to tickle my cheek, my fingers cupping his face.  And then, those soft, perfect lips moving against mine, and his persistent tongue tasting, sucking deliciously.  If I’m being fair, it was the best kiss of my life—a kiss that finds all your seams and pulls them apart, stitch by delicate stitch. 
 
                 Just thinking about it is almost too much.  
 
   A flush crawls up my neck to my face.  
 
                 “So how did it end?”  Mark wants to know.  
 
                 “Well, that’s the thing,” I say breathily, pushing two layers of covers from my head.  I’m getting hot with so many thoughts ricocheting around my brain.  “It was sort of a non-ending.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, we were interrupted.”
 
   “Interrupted?”
 
   “We heard Payton get off the phone,” I say.  “She called both of our names and asked if we wanted to make daiquiris.  And…  Ben just—just… He just pulled away and left my room.”
 
                 “Hmmm...”
 
                 “Is that bad?”  I bite my thumbnail anxiously.  “It’s bad, isn’t it?  Be honest, Mark.”
 
                 Mark clicks his tongue.  “I don’t know sweetie.  But you’ve already told me that you were toasted on wine and vodka.  He might have been hammered as well.  I can assure you that a kiss under the influence does not equal long-lasting romance.”
 
   “I know that,” I respond cautiously.  “But—”  
 
   “Do you remember the time that I made out with a girl after three mojitos?  That was a totally insane night.”  Mark sighs aggressively.  “And didn’t Ben just get out of a long relationship?”
 
   The question turns me inside out.  I feel the same way that I did that time Payton and Hannah talked me onto the freefall ride at Six Flags.  I was so excited to go on it.  Then, five minutes after we got off the ride, my stomach clenched and I threw up all over my shoes.
 
   Leave it to Mark to point out the much needed obvious.  
 
   I’m stalling and Mark knows it.  He changes direction.  “Let’s go back to the fact that two days ago you were insisting that getting involved with Ben Hamilton in any way shape or form was a terrible idea.  Not only is he your roommate, which makes things complicated… but he’s also a musician.  Do I need to remind you what musicians are like?  Don’t forget that Melanie girl who was in our French class freshman year.”
 
   I remember.  She got Chlamydia from the facially-pierced drummer of an alt-band and was never the same. 
 
                 I’m tempted to argue with Mark and defend what happened between Ben and me.  But even though I can only get my head around one thing at a time, I know that Mark’s the one being rational.  His logic rings true.  Plus, I’m all spin and racing heart and blushing cheeks.  My judgment certainly can’t be trusted.  
 
   I throw my hand across my forehead and frown into the phone.  “You’re right.”
 
                  Mark laughs miserably.  “Oh Ellie-bear, I’ve told you this a million times…  I’m always right.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Theoretically the next few days should be awkward.  I expect as much and steel myself for uncomfortable bump-ins in the hallway between our bedrooms and the bathroom, or a formal stare-down in the living room.  On that note, I’m surprised.  I barely see Ben and we’re hardly ever alone.  
 
   He goes back to being a ghost roommate—coming and going while I’m in bed or in the shower.  The few times when we’re in the same room at the same time, Ainsley and Payton unknowingly offer up distractions.  
 
   I start to think that the kiss we shared was something that I made up.  Or that I dreamt about the whole thing in a wine and vodka induced quasi-coma.  
 
   It would be plausible, except for one thing.
 
                 Ben has stopped making eye contact with me.  
 
                 And it’s like the less that he looks at me, the more I get the sense that he wants to look.  And, the thought that Ben wants to look at me sets my spine tingling.  
 
                 Thursday, just over a week after the “incident,” I walk in the front door and set my bag down against the wall.  I head toward the kitchen.  Keys dangle from my hand.  I drop them onto the hook that Ainsley put up two weeks ago up precisely for that purpose.
 
                 “The key hook is genius.”
 
                 I jump at the sound of Ben’s deep voice and turn.  
 
   When I walked in, I didn’t see him sitting in the stuffed chair in the corner of the living room.  Two open books are on his lap and a third is in his hands. 
 
   Our eyes meet somewhere over the back of the beige couch and stay there.  It’s a kick to the gut because I realize how much I’ve missed looking at them.  And him.  
 
   Neither one of us blinks.  His brown eyes are earnest and they break inside of me, twisting my nerves into a million tiny knots.  The air around us changes.  I breathe it in.  My heartbeat wobbles—speeding up then slowing down, then speeding up again.   
 
                 Finally, I turn away and focus on the afternoon light spilling in through the front window.  My traitorous hands are shaking.   I take a long, steeling breath.  
 
                 I have to do this.  
 
   I can do this.  
 
   I’m Ellie Glass.  I’m going to an elite law school in less than a year.  I’m a grown up.  I can handle one conversation with the roommate that I shared a drunken kiss with last week.  I can talk to him even if I’m so attracted to him that I think he could set me on fire from his position across the room.  
 
   My knees tremble.  I open the refrigerator.  
 
   “I know,” I say finally, reaching for a soda.  “I think Ainsley finally got sick of helping Payton find her keys.  She used to lose them about three times a day.”
 
                 Ben laughs.  
 
   Popping the tab on the can, I walk into the living room.  I hesitate briefly and then choose a spot in the middle of the couch.  It’s far enough so that I won’t have to look at Ben, but close enough that I can look at him if I deem the situation appropriate.  
 
                 It’s clear that I’ve interrupted him while he’s studying, but when I sit, Ben pushes his books to one side.  He picks up the remote from the coffee table and flips on the television.  
 
   For awhile, we both stare straight at the screen.  A thick silence surrounds us.  I consider saying something casual, but the words I come up with in my head are all wrong.  So, I quietly look directly ahead and try my best to ignore the confusion that’s building inside of me.
 
                 A slamming door shatters the awkward zen of the moment.  Payton launches her purse toward the small table where we keep our mail, but she misses entirely.  The purse skids halfway across the living room floor and winds up upside down next to Ben’s feet.   Lipstick and a pack of mint gum fall out.  
 
   Before Ben and I can react, Payton throws her body horizontally across the couch.  Her head lands on my thigh and her feet hover over the armrest.  
 
   “Let’s all go out tonight,” she says and it comes out sounding more like an order than a question.
 
   “Out?”  I push her hair aside so that I can see her face.
 
   “Yeah.”  She blows out a puff of breath.  “I want to go out.”
 
     So we do.
 
    
 
    
 
   The place that Payton chooses is loud and crowded—just her style.  Her round hazel eyes swing across the room when we walk in.  Waving her arms, she pushes through a group of gathered girls, and leads the way to the bar.  
 
   Nights like this I half-envy Payton’s daring style.  She’s layered about four extra coats of mascara on her lashes to compliment the blaring red of the lipstick that she’s chosen.  The ends of her dark hair are spiked with gel so that they rest playfully against her cheekbones.  She’s paired a short grey dress with knee-high black boots.  And, of course, she’s got three silver necklaces piled on and a ring on almost every single finger.  
 
   People notice her immediately.  Guys literally stop what they’re doing to stare as she walks by.  
 
   Ainsley has put effort into her appearance as well.  Her long blonde hair falls in perfectly arranged curls over her shoulders, and she’s got on a light pink top that dips dangerously low in the front. 
 
   Glancing down, I feel distinctly dowdy in my dark skinny jeans and a fitted blue top.  Mark would frown grumpily at my utter lack of accessories and my pulled-back, didn’t-really-try-that-hard hair.  
 
   The second that we get to the bar, Payton shoves a drink in my face.  She claims that she and the bartender are friends.  Judging by the way that he’s ogling her, I have a feeling that this is one of those instances when her definition of “friendship” is fairly flexible.  Uncomfortable, I take a sip and shift on my barstool.
 
   Ainsley spots two of her sorority sisters, Laurie and Allison, and waves them down.  They squeal happily and do some sort of wonky group hug thing.  When the thumping white lights switch to purple, all three of them hit the dancing crowd on “boy patrol.”  This is Ainsley’s terminology, not mine.  
 
   A cute guy with deep set eyes and a heavy five o’clock shadow saunters over to us.  He stands next to me and taps his finger on the bar like he’s going to order a drink.  Then, almost like it’s an afterthought, he casually leans his hip in and tilts his upper body toward Payton’s shoulder.  Suggestively lifting one eyebrow, he asks her to dance.  We’ve been at the bar for all of ten minutes.  
 
   I watch in fascination as she grins slyly and takes his offered hand.  The two of them stalk off, disappearing into the mess of thumping bodies.  
 
   Ben is flipping a quarter between his fingers.  He gives me a sideways glance.  “Happen often?”
 
   I do the eye roll thing but I’m smiling indulgently.  “She is a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
   “You all are,” he says, slipping the quarter into his back pocket and taking a small sip of his beer.  
 
   We sit there, side by side for three obnoxious songs.  This place is all club music and greased back hair and hot, sweaty dancing.  It’s not really my scene and I’m getting the sense that Ben feels as out of place as I do.  
 
   To fill in the lack of conversation, I drink faster than normal.  When the beat of the music hits a higher notch, I signal to the bartender for another drink.  He obliges, bringing over a fresh vodka and cranberry garnished with a slice of lime.  Ben slides over money before I can even reach into my purse.  
 
    I should say thank you or something like that, but it surprises me so much that I do nothing but blink and nod my head like a moron.  
 
   After another minute, Ben stands.  He seems like a fake person then—leaning toward me, his hands folded into his pockets.  He’s got this quasi-apprehensive look on his face that I don’t understand.  Like me, he’s wearing jeans and a long-sleeved blue shirt.  He even has his brown hair secured in a ponytail at the nape of his neck just like mine.  
 
   I laugh.  
 
   “What?”  He asks loudly so that I can hear him over the music.  His forehead rumples.  I think that he’s uncertain and maybe a little embarrassed.
 
   “Nothing.  It’s just that we match.”  I point and smile harder.  God.  I’m smiling so hard, the muscles in my cheeks start to hurt.  
 
   Ben looks at me, and then down at himself.  His parted mouth transforms into a grin.  That one ridiculous dimple appears out of nowhere.  
 
   “To twins,” he chants, and he lifts his glass up off the bar and holds it in the air expectantly.  I raise my glass and we clink.  
 
   “Twins,” I echo.
 
   Ben sets down his drink and tucks the brown hair that has come loose from his ponytail behind his ears.  He clears his throat once, then twice, before bringing the flat of his hand to my back.  
 
   He lowers his face so that it’s almost level with mine.  The feel of his shallow breath against my neck and collarbone sends a delicious shiver through my body.   
 
   “Dance with me?” He asks in a deep and husky voice.
 
   My heart dips and sputters like an engine that’s catching.  I nod slowly and take two long sips from my drink for courage before abandoning it on the bar top.
 
   Behind his back, Ben’s dangling an open hand, but I don’t take it.  I trail one step away and fill in the spaces he creates as people part and come back together to let us in.  I have this crazy thought that it’s like being swallowed up by human bodies and that I’m being digested by the loud and hectic music.  I feel it move through me, pulling me—sucking me from the outside in.  
 
   The house lights dim further.  Now we’re swimming in a new kind of darkness.  One that’s a surreal dreamlike canvas, dotted with soft greens and blues.  Ben’s hand snakes out for me.  He finds purchase at my waist.  With fingers inching toward my spine, he draws me to him until our bodies are aligned and I can feel the hard edges of his torso through the thin fabric of our blue shirts.  
 
   My heart hammers against my breastbone and stirs up a torrent of sensations inside of me.  I wonder if he senses it—if he feels even half of what I’m feeling right now.    
 
   Ben lifts his hands and gently touches my cheek.  Giving in to the turbulent vibrations rattling and heating the air between us, I close my eyes.  He trails his fingers along my back, pausing to trace the outline of my shoulder blades.  His hands continue downward until they’re cupping my hips.  Hesitantly, hoping that I don’t explode, I slip my arms over his neck and leave them there. 
 
   And then we’re dancing.  My head barely reaches Ben’s shoulders, but he inclines his chin, fitting himself to the shape of me.  I find that I’m completely aware of him—of the way his thumbs are sliding closer to my navel, and the smell of his skin, and his mouth, which hovers mere inches above my neck. 
 
   We dance like that until our hearts are shuddering and I’m dizzy with the music, and the crowd, and the low, changing lights, and the sensation of wanting.  Wanting so badly that I forget to breathe right.  I realize that I’ve never felt this pull before—this intense response to a person’s every movement.  It’s born from deep down in the recess of my belly and it’s like a raging fire and a hurricane and a delicate flower bud all at once.  It’s unnerving.  
 
   Ben presses closer.  His hands pull me tighter.  His fingers claw into the skin just above the waist of my jeans and my blood sways.   
 
   I don’t look up into his eyes.  I can’t.  
 
   Instead, I focus on the worn blue fabric of the shirt that he’s wearing, and the wonderful arc of his neck.  I stare at that place where the pulse beats just under his hot skin and I memorize the soft pink corners of his mouth.  I think about all of the spots that we touch, and I breathe them in.  
 
   Our hips brush and Ben gasps.  He brings his lips to my ear.
 
   “Want to get out of here?”  He asks, tangling his fingers in my bound hair and holding my head steady.
 
   And just like that, the world crashes back into focus.  The thumping of the music accelerates to a wild knocking that matches my heart as I pull away and look up at him.  I think that my eyes will be able to sift out answers from his expression, but I can’t read Ben that way.  I don’t know what those two little lines on his forehead mean, or what thoughts swirl in the depths of those gold-flecked irises.
 
   Under my scrutiny, Ben seems to shrink—all six foot something of him.  He sucks in his bottom lip and turns his head away from me.  His throat moves like he’s getting words together and it ignites a flare of panic in my chest.  All of a sudden I realize that I don’t want him to take back his invitation, even if it scares me.  
 
   I move without thinking.  I stand up on my tiptoes and I lean into him so that I my breasts are pressed against his chest.  I say only one word.  “Sure.”
 
   And I want to slap myself.  I really do.  I half-wish that Mark had come out with us tonight so that he could pull me away by my ponytail and tell me that I’m behaving like a sex-crazed moron. 
 
   Where do I see this thing going?  Ben has to be in rebound-mode, right?  Aside from that, he’s not my usual type at all.  My last date was with a pre-med student named Keith who took me to watch a Polo match at his parent’s country club.  Keith wore a sweater vest and ordered foie gras off the menu non-ironically.  
 
   Ben is different.    
 
   He plays guitar in a band.  There’s his long hair and grungy shirts and the fact that he wears jewelry on occasion.  From what I’ve observed so far, he probably only shaves about once a week.  If he didn’t play in the University Symphony, I doubt that he would even own a suit and tie.  I can’t even imagine what my parents would think if I ever brought him home with me.  
 
   There’s also the niggling problem that he is my roommate.  I have to live with this guy for the rest of the year no matter what happens between us tonight.  
 
   And, I have Payton and Ainsley to consider.  We made a deal.  A pact.  It was a sacred vow of female solidarity.  That’s got to mean something.   I imagine that they’ll strangle me if they find out that I’ve broken it.   Hell, I’ll probably strangle myself. 
 
   But, when Ben’s smoldering eyes come back to me and his mouth twitches into a half-smile, my heart flips over and it’s like none of that stuff matters.  The world could detonate all around us and I don’t think that I would care one way or the other.  
 
   “Good,” he says and reaches out his hand for me.  
 
   I don’t hesitate this time.  I take it. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m grateful for a lot of things.  Things like: opportunity, a car with a sunroof and power locks, friends that make me laugh, and those tiny little white marshmallows that you get with hot chocolate mix.  
 
                 Tonight I’m grateful for obnoxious kids at coffee shops, blue shirts, and that Ben Hamilton insisted on driving his car separately when we left the house earlier tonight.
 
                 I send Payton and Ainsley both quick texts as we leave the club so that they won’t worry about me.  But, judging from their outfits and the way they acted when I saw them last, I doubt that they’ll be too concerned about my whereabouts. 
 
                 Ben and I don’t talk much during the car ride home.  I lean my head against the cool glass of the passenger window and listen to the music that begins playing when he turns on his car.  It’s classical.  It’s sad and beautiful all at once—deep tones that sigh through the speakers and resonate deep in my belly.
 
                 “This is really nice,” I say appreciatively.  Then I wonder if he understands that I mean the music.  
 
                 Ben ducks his head sheepishly.  “This is me.”
 
                 “Really?”  My eyes widen a fraction and my mouth goes slack.  I think there might be awe written on my face.  
 
   Ben nods but seems even more embarrassed.  
 
                 “Yeah… I know that it seems strange to listen to myself play but I have a big solo coming up.  A friend of mine offered to record me so that I could listen for errors and places where I need to speed it up or slow it down,” he explains quickly, looking at me sideways like he wants to be sure that I’m following what he’s saying.  “I swear that I’m not the kind of guy that stares at myself in the mirror for hours at a time flexing my muscles.”
 
                 I shake my head and laugh.  
 
   I don’t say what I’m thinking: that I could probably stare at him for hours at a time.  For a few moments, I just listen to Ben’s music—to the sigh of the instrument that sounds like a revolution.  
 
   I’m breathing funny and I’m thinking that this music is something that Ben made.  He created it from nothing.  And I haven’t created anything lasting in my whole life.  Unless you count some mediocre photos and the glitter collage I brought home in second grade that my mother’s best friend had framed.  
 
   “No.  No, it’s not strange at all.  I just wasn’t expecting it.”  A small smile turns my lips.  Words aren’t adequate but they’re all I have.  “You’re really good.  This is good.”
 
                 Ben turns on a mega grin and pops one of his eyebrows.  This is when I notice that he’s driving just under the speed limit and that he holds the steering wheel with both hands the way that my dad taught me to.  For some reason I almost laugh.
 
   “Ellie, did you think that I’d waste my college education and my time so that I could play like crap?”  He asks teasingly.  
 
                 I like that he’s a careful driver.  I like the way that my name sounds coming out of his mouth.  I like that his words mean one thing but the tone of his voice means another.  Ben is flirting with me.
 
                 “Ahhhh… I get it.  You’re a musical genius.  You are…”  I look up at the roof of the car searching for the right words—for a compliment that is cute but doesn’t expose my raw beating heart.
 
   “Full of surprises?  Incredibly handsome?” Ben offers up as he pulls into the driveway and parks behind my car.  The music stops abruptly when he kills the ignition.  
 
   My laughter propels itself around the sudden quiet of the car.  I cock my head to one side and narrow my eyes at him in mock seriousness.  “At least one of those things is true.”
 
                 Drooping yellow light from the streetlamp filters in through the windows.  It frames Ben’s face.  With his hair back in a ponytail, I can see his features in a new way and my heart jolts unexpectedly. 
 
                 He’s sitting there watching me.   His brown eyes move over my body unchecked.  I feel like maybe something really is happening here.  And it’s something other than dancing, and casual post-vodka kissing.  
 
   It’s the feeling that I had during our first encounter in the coffee shop.  It’s brightness.  It’s like nothing is actually something, and maybe—just maybe—it’s a beginning.  
 
                 The way that he’s looking at me is so open and naked that I chicken out and drop my eyes.  I stare at my hands crossed over my jeans—thumbs hooked over wrists.  My mind starts to careen out of control.  Maybe he’s going to kiss me.  Maybe this is a bad idea.  Maybe I’m getting in over my head.  Maybe—              
 
   As if he can hear my racing thoughts, Ben moves.  His hand comes up and he cups my cheek, tipping my chin up until I’m forced to look directly at him.  His face is so serious that I think he really is about to kiss me.  
 
   I’m wrong.  
 
   Ben stays on his side of the center console.  His fingers move down the side of my face.  He pushes them back until his hand is circling the nape of my neck.  He’s holding my gaze with his wide eyes and biting his bottom lip gently.  
 
   I’m petrified of the way that my heart responds.  It literally skips a beat.  And I marvel that all of this hugeness can fit in one car.  In one body.  In one hungry look.
 
                 “I like you,” he says quietly and it sounds almost like a question.  “I like you, Ellie,” he repeats—this time sounding surer.    
 
                 I let the edges of my mouth creep up.  I’m relieved and maybe a little confused.  
 
   “I like you too,” I say back and I think we’re both sort of surprised by my honesty.
 
   Everything good about the world is amplified for about twenty-five more seconds.  My heart balloons.  It expands or blossoms or whatever.  The feeling is unreal.  It’s fierce and not just a little scary.  Is this what people have been talking about?  Is this crazy, earth-bending sensation what Shakespeare and Rosetti and all of my favorites were writing about?
 
   My smile gets wider. 
 
   It’s like creating something from nothing.    
 
   Until it all goes to hell.
 
                 Because of her.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225740]CHAPTER FIVE
 
   Halting Abruptly
 
    
 
    
 
   The girl is waiting on the porch.
 
                 As soon as we get out of the car, we both see her standing under the dim light, her body haloed against the cool night.  I don’t know who she is and I’m about to throw a, “hi, can I help you?” at her when I catch the expression on Ben’s face.  
 
   He doesn’t need to tell me anything.  It’s all there without the words.  The grim set of his jaw, frowning forehead, and pinched lips practically shout the story.  
 
   The ex. 
 
   Crap.
 
   A million oh nos scream inside my head.
 
   An icy, finger-numbing chill sneaks in around my heart.  I’m hoping that my feet keep moving properly so that I don’t fall over right here in the driveway.
 
                 The girl is gorgeous.  
 
   I don’t want her to be, but there is no denying it.  She’s all big boobs, tiny waist, and intense sex appeal.  If I’m being honest, she’s the complete opposite of me.  They were together for years.  So, this is what he likes, I think as I take in her propped-up cleavage and red-stained lips.  
 
   Her hair is long and so dark that it’s on the verge of black.  She wears it loose, dripping over her shoulders and snaking down to the dip of her lower back.  A handful of tiny braids sweep away from her forehead and are pinned behind her right ear.  Her skin is an exotic deep golden brown that sets off her unusually wide, light eyes.  
 
   She’s paired an insanely short skirt with a cropped black shirt that rides up when she shifts, exposing her pierced naval.  A stack of silver bracelets climbs up her naked arm.  They make clinking sounds as she descends the porch steps and walks in our direction.
 
                 I wonder vaguely if she’s freezing her butt off.  She looks it.  Freezing and like a fucking rock star sex siren. 
 
   I, for one, have never felt so dull and unattractive in my life.  It unhinges me.  I wobble.  My knees feel loose, like they might not want to hold me up much longer.  
 
                 “Lily, what are you doing here?”  Ben asks tightly.  His shoulders are ramrod straight and his chin is lifted in a challenge.   
 
                 Lily
 
                 Even her name is pretty.  I realize that I was hoping that he’d call her Henrietta or Gertrude or something equally awful so that I could at least make it sound nasty inside my head.  I can’t do much damage with a name like Lily.  
 
                 Lily pauses in front of us.  Her hands are on her hips.  She’s jutting her head to one side.  She looks at Ben and then at me and her eyes quickly dart back to him.  She seems unimpressed by my presence and I can’t say that I blame her.  
 
                 “Ben,” she says his name gently.  She reaches her hand forward to lightly graze his arm.  
 
   He flinches slightly, but he doesn’t pull back.  This seems to be what she’s hoping for, and her fingers slide down to encapsulate his wrist.  She pulls him toward her body.  
 
   My heart is jammed up in my throat.  Things inside of me are cracking and I realize that it’s jealousy that’s hammering everything into smithereens.  How ridiculous is that?  What rational reason do I have to be jealous?  None.  Ben can do what he likes.  He can talk, kiss, be with whomever he likes.
 
   I look away and focus on the twenty steps that it’s going to take to reach the front door.  Walking more quickly, I ignore the whistling in my blood and pay attention to the sound of my feet hitting the ground.  Ben is strangely silent.  I figure that he and Lily are having some sort of intense staring contest, but I don’t look back over my shoulder to verify this.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Lily says slimly, just this-side of rude.
 
   My fingers are braced on the knob of the front door.  I swivel on my heels, whipping my head around.  
 
   They’re both standing there, four steps down on the walkway.  Ben’s mouth is partway open.  His gold-flecked eyes are directed at me.  He looks ready to scream or cry or hit something.  Or maybe I don’t know what he’s thinking at all.  Maybe I don’t know him at all.   
 
   Lily is still touching him and it kills me.  My stomach is completely hollowed out and I feel pressure start to build up behind my eyes.  How pathetic will Ben think that I am if I start to cry right now?  
 
   Over what?  
 
   One drunken kiss.
 
   A dance.   
 
   I remind myself that we are nothing significant to each other.
 
   Ben and Lily, however, have had years of kissing, laughing together, dancing.  Sex.  He obviously loved her if he was with her for two years.  
 
   Who am I kidding?  He probably still loves her.  What guy wouldn’t?  She’s beautiful and sexy and confident in all the ways that I’m not. 
 
   Deep breath.  For Lily’s benefit, I use my sweetest smile, but I’m pretty sure that it doesn’t reach my eyes.  
 
   “We didn’t exactly meet, but I’m Ellie Glass.  I’m just one of Ben’s new roommates.  That’s all,” I say nimbly as I slip inside.  The door falls shut with a loud thump, leaving me in the darkness of the front hall.  
 
                 Ben and Lily are outside together for almost an hour.  
 
   I know this because I watch the clock on the small table by my bed like my life depends on it.  Clearly, falling asleep is out of the question.  
 
   I roll under my duvet and yank my pillow over my head hoping to block out the muffled sounds of Ben and Lily talking on the porch.  When that doesn’t work, I bring my laptop to life and open up my favorite playlist.  
 
   The clock nears midnight.  Finally, I hear the front door open and close as Ben comes inside.  My ears strain over the chords of soft music and I make out only one set of footsteps.  At least Lily hasn’t followed him inside.  At my bedroom door, the sound of his steps stops.  Sitting up, I see the shadow of his feet through the sliver under the door.  I wait, holding my breath and hoping that my insistently thudding heart won’t break any rib bones.
 
   The knock that I half-expect never comes.  Eventually, his feet move on and I hear a clunking sound and then the bathroom door closes.  The pipes whine in protest as the hot water for the shower is turned on. 
 
   I let a held breath whoosh out of my lungs.  
 
   I don’t want to think about Ben anymore.  I don’t want to think about his ex-girlfriend holding his hand or kissing him.  I don’t want to think about dancing with him, or the gentle way that he touched my face in the car.  And I definitely don’t want to think about Ben Hamilton in the shower naked.  
 
   So I turn over and close my eyes, and this time I refuse to open them for anyone or anything.  
 
    
 
    
 
   A group of students walk past us, talking and laughing.  I sigh miserably.  
 
   Mark opens his mouth and then closes it.  He taps one finger against his outstretched leg.  His head is tilted to one side and he’s looking at me like he’s trying to solve a difficult problem.
 
   “Mark?”  I’m beyond frustrated with his silence.
 
   “I’m thinking,” he says finally.  As if that’s enough of an answer.  
 
   Mark pushes his blond hair back and rolls his neck.  He pops a green gummy bear in his mouth.
 
   “Can you think faster?  I’m getting old over here.”
 
   We’re sitting on top of our favorite wooden picnic table in the Quad, which is an open space on campus nestled between a cluster of brick classroom buildings and the Student Union.  In the early fall and spring, it’s packed with picnickers and students playing Frisbee, or studying under the shade of one the trees that border the south side.  
 
   Today it’s fairly quiet.  Only one other table is occupied.  The tree limbs are barren and the grass is on the brink of brown and crunchy.  I figure by Halloween next week I’ll be in a scarf and hat until March.  
 
   But right now, with the sun glowing in the sky like a sunny-side up egg, our faces still get warmed if we position ourselves just right.  That’s what Mark and I are doing after our last class of the day—sunning like a pair of seals on the beach and gossiping about boys.  Our feet dangle over the edge of the tabletop.  There’s a half-eaten box of gummy bears between us.  Our bags and laptops are parked below on the bench seat.    
 
   “It’s not like I’m surprised Ellie.  I could see this one coming from a mile away.  I did warn you if you remember correctly.”  His voice drips with the implied I-told-you-so.  
 
   God.  He can be such a diva sometimes.  I tell him this and he laughs.
 
   “Look, Mark, I understand that I’m an idiot, but as my bestest friend in the universe can you focus on how I should proceed from here?  Do I just act like nothing happened with Ben?”  
 
   He raises one eyebrow at me.  “Is that even possible?” 
 
   “I don’t know!”  I let my head fall to his shoulder.  “Tell me what to do, Oh Wise One.” 
 
   Mark smirks and takes another gummy bear from the box.  “That depends on how you want this to play out Ellie-bear.  You keep saying that what happened with Ben is no big deal.  You’re shrugging your shoulders cryptically and trying to act nonchalant about the whole thing.  But at the same time, you’re calling me at the ass-crack of the morning to obsess over him.”
 
   “I think the term obsess is a little much.”
 
   Mark ignores me and continues.  “And you can deny it all you want, but something in you has changed.”  He pauses and gives me a brief once-over.  “You’re less stressed about school and the LSAT.  I haven’t heard you mention it in days…”
 
   He’s right.  I haven’t studied since last Thursday.  And I planned to have the first draft of my essay for Columbia done by tomorrow but so far I only have the opening paragraph written.  
 
   “Arggghhhh!”   All of the pieces are starting to stick together.  I swallow them down.  “You’re right.  I cannot believe I let this guy get so far under my skin.  How stupid am I?”
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up.”  Mark pats my hand.  “It happens.”
 
   “Does it?”  I croak out.
 
   “Well, maybe not to you, but to the majority of the world.  And it’s good for you.”
 
   “What’s good for me?  Having a crush?”
 
   Mark turns his head so that he’s looking directly at me.  “No.  Crushes are for fourteen year olds.  Ellie, I would describe what’s happening to you as falling.”
 
   “Falling,” I say softly, letting the word sink in.  “So, how do I get back up?”
 
   “Maybe you don’t.”  
 
   “That’s not an answer.”
 
   Mark clears his throat.  “All I know is that I’ve never seen you like this over a boy.”
 
   This is the problem with having a perceptive best friend.  Sometimes they know what you’re thinking before you know it yourself.  Mark is right.  I am thrown by Ben.  I’m losing sleep over this guy, and letting my mind dwell on him when I should be worrying about the LSAT, and my admission essay, and the summer internship in New York that I want.  
 
   I chew vigorously on a red gummy bear.  “You’re right.”
 
   Mark smiles glibly.  “Of course I am.”  He moves so that he’s sitting up and he flicks me an expectant look.  “So you’re going to talk to him tonight, right?  If I were you, I’d just ask him about the evil bitch of an ex and tell him how you feel.  Put it all out there and let the rest of the world go to hell.  That’s my advice.”
 
   I hold my face still and close my eyes.  “Nooooo,” I say slowly, deliberately.  “What I meant was… you’re right that I’m taking everything too far.  I am obsessing over Ben.  But that’s not the plan.  It’s not what I want or what I need right now.  This is my last year of college and I promised myself that I’d be completely serious about school so that I’d get the grades that I need for Columbia.  I don’t think I have enough brain cells to worry about Ben Hamilton and my classes and the LSAT at the same time.  So, the plan is to forget about him and his awful ex-girlfriend, and focus on prepping for the exam and that research paper I have due in nine days.”
 
   Mark’s silence is as big and loud as a sigh.  I don’t look because I don’t want to see the disappointment on his face.  Just feeling it is enough for me.
 
   Finally, he speaks.  “Ellie, you do realize that this is the worst plan ever?”
 
   “No, I think the worst plan ever was when you told the bouncer at Cellar 98 that you were Brad Pitt’s nephew freshman year.”
 
   “Whatever.  He would have let me in if you hadn’t started giggling uncontrollably.”
 
   I grin at the sky and the memory.  “Sure he would have.”
 
   I don’t have to look to know that Mark is rolling his eyes at me.
 
    
 
    
 
   The plan should have worked.  The plan is perfect.  Ignore Ben and pay attention to my classes and the fast-accumulating mountain of work I have to get through before the end of the semester.  I even volunteer to help one of my professors catalog material for a research project.  He’s thrilled and my mind is occupied with busy work for an extra four hours on Tuesday afternoon.  
 
   The benefit for me is that while my brain is stuffed full of school and studying, there’s no room for Ben to tiptoe around up there.    
 
   It’s all going well until Payton, Ainsley and I make our weekly trip to the grocery store.  We’re at a standstill in the dairy section debating between a strawberry or peach yogurt pack.
 
   “Oh, let’s just get both,” I say, grabbing a yogurt pack in each hand and putting them in the shopping cart.
 
   “Fine.”  Payton shimmies aside to let an elderly couple pass by us.  “But like I was saying, I seriously think that we should have a Halloween party on Friday night.”
 
   “Ohmigosh, yes!”  Ainsley bounces and claps her small hands in front of her body like she’s making exclamation points in the air.  “It will be a costume extravaganza!”  
 
   I rear back bringing the shopping cart with me.  “A costume party?”
 
   Payton wears her annoyance openly, snapping her finger against the strap of her black canvas purse.  “Yeah, Ellie.  I know that sounds shocking on Halloween and all, but…”  She stops and grabs a bottle of cranberry juice from a shelf and hands it to me.  I place it next to the gallon of skim milk we’ve already put in the cart.
 
   “You know what I mean…”  I pause, biting the inside of my cheek.  “A costume party?  It’s just so cliché and expected.”
 
   Payton puts her hands on her hips.  Her dark-lined hazel eyes are luminous under the florescent grocery store lights.  “Costumes expected on Halloween?  Yes, Ellie.  Call me old fashioned, but I like wearing my costumes on October 31st instead of on Flag day.”
 
   I laugh.
 
   Ainsley pulls on my hand.  Her slender fingers slide along my palm.  “Please Ellie.  It will be completely awesome and you won’t have to do a thing for the party.  I promise!”
 
   “It’s not that—” I begin but Ainsley is still talking over me.  
 
   “Laurie and I were saying yesterday that we don’t have any good Halloween plans to look forward to ever since Sigma Chi cancelled their shindig.  Now, we could be the hosts of the best party this town has ever seen.”  Her blue eyes skip over me excitedly.  “Please, please, please!”
 
   I make a dismissive sound, but I can’t help the smile that spreads across the lower half of my face.  Both girls cheer when they see it because they know that they’ve won.  Payton starts listing off all of the alcohol we need to get in the next two days.  Ainsley is taking notes on her phone.   
 
   I clear my throat, interrupting the frenzied planning to ask the question that flitted through my head the second that the word “party” came up.  “Should we talk to Ben about this?  Do you think he’s going to mind if we have a party at the house?”
 
   My heart clenches the minute that his name falls off my tongue.  Ben.  
 
   We’ve barely spoken much more than a dozen words to each other in the past several days.  He did make an attempt to talk to me on Saturday morning and again in the afternoon, but interacting with him is strictly forbidden by my plan.  It’s basically the first and only rule.  
 
   Both times he came up to me, I blew him off and made it clear that I wasn’t interested in hearing an explanation about his relationship with Lily.  In fact, what I said when he started to talk was, “Why would I care about you and your ex-girlfriend?  That’s none of my business.”  
 
   He wore his hurt openly like a badge.  “Oh,” he said, with an edge to his voice.
 
   I shake off the memory and focus on Payton.  She’s wearing jeans littered with man-made holes and a tight white shirt.  She tosses a crinkly bag of potato chip into the shopping cart and turns to face me.  “He doesn’t mind at all.  I actually asked him before he left the house for band practice and he said that he’d talk to the guys about playing at the house on Friday night since they aren’t already booked.”
 
   My brain is a mess and my heartbeat is uncomfortably erratic.  “You mean that Ben’s band is going to play at our party?”
 
   “Yeah.”  Payton takes a couple steps back to that she can reach a box of microwavable popcorn.  “Do you mind?”
 
   I shake my head.  “No,” I answer in a clipped tone.  “Why would I mind?”
 
   The wrinkle on Payton’s forehead deepens.  “I don’t know, but you’re acting weird.  Don’t you think so, Ainsley?”
 
   Ainsley glances up from her phone.  She blinks.  “Huh?”
 
   Payton brushes her off and rolls her eyes.  “Never mind.  Maybe it’s just my imagination.” 
 
   I hang back, presumably to examine all of the different kinds of pretzels.  Really, I’m just trying to calm down.  Ben Hamilton, playing guitar at our party, where there are going to be copious amounts of alcohol consumed and lots of half-dressed girls.  Just great.  
 
   I don’t need to be a genius to know that this is not sanctioned by the plan.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225741]CHAPTER SIX
 
   It’s Just a Scarf
 
    
 
    
 
                 I’m in a short-sleeved black dress and a cat ear headband.  There’s a long, curving tail made out of black panty hose stuffed with tissue paper trailing behind me.  Ainsley’s idea.  
 
   Four-inch heels adorn my feet.  Huge silver hoop earrings dangle against my neck.  My eye make-up is so dark that it borders on scary.  Payton’s idea.  
 
   I’ve got a gin and tonic in my hand, and two shots of something strong and fruity flowing through my system.  Mark’s idea.   
 
   What’s my idea?  Sticking to the plan.  Even with Ben Hamilton giving a swoon-worthy performance on the makeshift stage situated off of the back porch.  
 
   I’m all about the plan.  
 
   While we were getting ready earlier, I made Mark swear up and down that he would stay by me.  
 
   He’s true to his word and guards my elbow and virtue for about thirty minutes.  Then Hal Shepherd shows up and all bets are off.  
 
   Hal is dressed like some department store version of a cowboy.  When Mark sees him, he adjusts his purple polka-dotted bowtie, pushes his taped-together “nerdish” glasses up the bridge of his nose, and promptly tells me that I’m on my own.  I suppose that friendship only goes so far, and poor Mark has been crushing on Hal for months.  
 
   I shuffle between two burly guys that I don’t recognize, careful to hold onto the porch railing so that I won’t tip over in these God-awful heels.  Ainsley declared me adorable and Payton deemed me appropriately sexy in this get-up, but my equilibrium is completely thrown by the shoes and I’m freezing.
 
   “They’re good,” some guy says off to my right.  
 
   He’s talking about Ben’s band, and he’s right.  They are good.   
 
   “What are they called?”  A girl asks loudly.  She’s dressed like a zombie—a sexy, push-up-bra-wearing zombie.  So wrong.
 
   “Accidental Sweet Tea,” I reply, turning my head away from them quickly.  I finish walking up the porch steps, pulling the hem of the black dress down my thighs as I go.
 
   Against my better judgment, I let my eyes wander over to Ben.  I watch his fingers move across the taut strings of the bass guitar and the way that his long body is curved around the instrument.  His head dips and sways with every beat of the music.  Tiny beads of sweat glisten above his straight brow and trail down his cheek to his open mouth.   
 
   It’s clear that he’s lost on stage—in a world of chords and rhythm and oblivion.  I find myself leaning forward, entranced by this new version of Ben.  Just once, he looks up and catches me staring at him.  Our gazes hold steady for a long moment before I tear my eyes away and let them fall to the ground, unfocused.  
 
   It isn’t a surprise that more than a few admiring girls, dressed in slutty Halloween attire, have collected toward the front.  I see them giggle behind their cupped hands and dart moon-eyed glances in Ben’s direction.  I think about how it would feel to gag those girls or kick them in their pretty faces.  Instead of resorting to violence, I drain my drink in one quick motion and glare threateningly at their backs.  
 
   All around me, people that I don’t know are laughing and tossing back drinks.  They shout at their friends and flirt and dance.  
 
   One unfortunate soul is puking over by the fence.  
 
   I look for my friends and spot Mark and Hal on the far side of the backyard engaged in a private conversation.  Ainsley’s standing in the middle of a cluster of girls and she’s laughing giddily.  Payton is perched on a chair taking a shot straight from a bottle of bourbon.  A small entourage cheers her on.  
 
   Apparently, our party is a rousing success, yet here I am, standing by myself in a corner freezing my butt off.  The alcohol is helping, but I’m still practically shivering with my legs and arms exposed to the cold night air.  I push myself away from the wall, about to defy Payton’s orders to stay in costume.  I have every intention of slipping inside to change into a pair of jeans and a sweater when something soft and grey and warm drops over my shoulders.  
 
   I look down.  It’s a thick, wooly scarf.  
 
                 “You looked cold,” an unfamiliar voice says. 
 
                 I jerk my head around.  A guy, with a smirk playing at the corners of his lips, looks me up and down shamelessly.  His eyes, I note immediately, are a startling shade of blue framed by a layer of thick black lashes.  My breath hitches.  There’s something about blue eyes.  
 
   His cropped light hair is gelled and mussed to excess.  He’s got that I-tried-hard-to-look-like-I-didn’t-try thing going on.  
 
   His arms are crossed over his chest and he’s leaning against the back wall of the house.  He’s got on a leather jacket over a tight-fitting black tee and dark, stiff jeans.  No costume for this one.
 
                 “Thanks.”  I finger the scarf, wrapping it more snugly around my neck.  I smile at him questioningly.  
 
                 “I’m Drew,” he says, holding his hand out to me.
 
                 “Ellie,” I reply.
 
                 Drew doesn’t shake my hand when I give it to him.  Instead, he curls his fingers around mine and pulls me forward until my shoulder joint brushes his upper body.  
 
   “Sorry, what was that?” He asks against my ear.  
 
                 The music is loud and the crowd is rowdy, but I get the distinct impression that Drew heard my name and he’s just toying with me.  Normally, this is the type of move that would have me rolling my eyes and mentally practicing groin kicks.  But tonight, I find it vaguely amusing.  
 
                 “Ellie,” I repeat slowly, letting my fingers linger in his grasp. He smells faintly of beer and musky cologne.
 
                 “It’s nice to meet you Ellie.”  Drew steps back and brazenly surveys my body.  “You cute girls and your sexy dresses on Halloween…”  
 
   “Excuse me?”  
 
   He chuckles and raises one eyebrow.  “Not that I’m complaining at all.  I just meant that the weather doesn’t usually cooperate.” 
 
                 I smile.  This guy is hot and intriguing.  Is it weird that I notice that he’s almost the opposite of Ben in the looks department?  He’s shorter, which isn’t really saying much, since everyone in the world is shorter than Ben.  But, it’s more than that.  Drew’s looks are groomed and sleek, and he’s dressed meticulously in a way that would never even occur to Ben.    
 
                 “It wasn’t my idea to wear this costume,” I say, adjusting the cat ear headband on my head.  “My roommates insisted that I get in the spirit of things.  If you knew them, you’d know that there’s really no use arguing.  They always get their way.”
 
                 “Ahhh, I understand.  I’ve been around lots of those girls,” Drew says matter-of-factly.  He eyes my empty cup.  “So, Ellie, can I be a gentleman and get you another drink?”
 
                 Any other time in my life I would say no.  Any other time, I would let my eyes fall to the ground coyly, and make an intentionally vague comment like, “maybe next time.”  But tonight is different. I want to have fun.  Scratch that—I need to have fun.  Also, I’ve just spotted a pretty girl wearing an angel costume talking to Ben.  
 
   It looks like the band is getting ready for a break.  Ben is fiddling around with his guitar, but he’s also leaning his long torso forward so that he can hear the angel girl better.  He’s smiling.  Smiling.  And she is beautiful in that perfect sort of way that you think only happens in magazines or on television.  The whole thing twists my stomach into a knot. 
 
   So I turn back to Drew because he’s standing right in front of me.  And I nod my head, and bat my eyelashes to complete the effect.  
 
   Drew grins and disappears into the house, presumably to find me something from one the coolers set up on the kitchen floor.  When he returns, he hands me a wine cooler that he’s wrapped in a paper towel.  “I hope that you like strawberry,” he says, looking slightly apprehensive.
 
                 It’s my favorite.  I take a sip.  “I love it.” 
 
                 Drew’s stance mirrors mine.  He rests his shoulder against the side of the house so that we’re face to face—not quite touching.    
 
   “What year are you?”  He asks, letting his eyes travel to my mouth.  My stomach flips and I can feel my cheeks flushing.  Suddenly I’m not so cold anymore.  I take another sip.  
 
                 “Senior.”
 
                 “Same as me.”  Drew nods his head.  He runs his index finger along the rim of the beer bottle he’s holding.  “Do you know what you’re going to do after graduation yet?”
 
                 This is familiar territory.  I take a deep breath and launch into my standard explanation about my parents being attorneys, and my plans for law school.  Drew asks all the usual questions, and I answer them.  Eventually, we exhaust the topic and lapse into an idling silence.  I look around the party for inspiration.  
 
   The porch is still packed.  Earlier, Ainsley pinned a few strands of spiraling white Christmas lights to the eaves of the house.  The more I drink, the more the lights seem to twinkle and swirl against the dark night.  
 
                 The band has stopped playing completely.  Someone with a sense of irony is playing a 1990s mix for the crowd and people are laughing and singing along.  Smiling, I think that it’s probably Payton’s doing.  I swear to myself that if I hear even one chord of an Ace of Base song, I’ll pull the plug, regardless of who I piss off.   
 
   Drew touches my arm gently.  My eyes snap back to his.  
 
   “So… how do you know these guys?”  He asks, gesturing to the house. 
 
                 I scrunch up my nose, grin crookedly, and say, “I live here.” 
 
                 Drew throws his head back and laughs loudly. 
 
   “Of course you do,” he counters.
 
                 “Now that we’ve established the basis of my presence,” I shift my weight and cross my arms, supporting the wine cooler in the crook of my elbow.  “How did you wind up at the party?  Do you know Payton?”  It seems that almost every attractive guy at our party is connected to Payton in some way.  
 
                 Drew shakes his head and smiles blandly.  “I guess you could say that I’m sort of with the band.”
 
                 “Oh.”  I crinkle my forehead and chuckle.  “Like a groupie?”
 
                 Drew doesn’t answer immediately.  His bright blue eyes flash and he takes another swig from his beer bottle.  Finally, he inclines his head toward me and says softly, “not exactly.”
 
                 “Are you friends with Ben?”  I sputter, taking a half a step back.
 
                 “Not exactly,” another voice says.  It’s a deep voice with the slightest trace of a drawl.  
 
   Drew’s eyes flick over my shoulder and his whole face closes up. 
 
   I turn.  Ben is standing about three feet away from us with his back to the hectic party.  I spot the beautiful angel girl watching us from over his shoulder.  Her mouth is pressed together in curiosity. 
 
   The knot in my stomach tightens at the odd look on Ben’s face and the way that his hands are balled tightly at his sides.  Strands of long dark hair fall down across his eyes.  I have the urge to reach over and brush them away, but I don’t dare.  He’s glaring at Drew with an expression that I can only describe as contemptuous.     
 
   “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing here?” Ben spits the words out and I flinch.      
 
   Drew lets out an exaggerated sigh through his teeth.  He rubs his eyes with his thumb and his index finger, then sets his beer bottle on the porch railing and straightens his shoulders.  “Dude, I wanted to come here to listen to the guys play.  I was hoping that I could talk to you.”  
 
                 “But, you got distracted and decided to corner Ellie instead?”  Ben’s mouth twists into a grimace.  
 
   A slow kind of panic is starting to seep into my body.  “Ben,” I murmur.  
 
   His eyes sweep to mine then go back to Drew.  “I can’t even believe that you would have the balls to show up at my house.  I think I was pretty clear when I said that I never wanted to see you again.”  
 
   “I just—” Drew starts but Ben cuts him off. 
 
   “You’re an asshole, you know that?”
 
                 I feel like I should say something to diffuse the situation.  I don’t know exactly what’s happening between these two, but I know that whatever it is, it isn’t good.  I take a step toward Ben and place my palm flat on his forearm.  When he looks down and sees my hand, the rawness that flashes through his eyes makes my heart drop.  
 
   “Ben… I think you should calm down,” I begin, but the words are like sandpaper against the roof of my mouth.   
 
                 Drew doesn’t move.  His lips are set in a straight line that cuts across his face and makes him look different than he appeared five minutes ago.  He says, “Look, I know that we can’t go back to the way things were before, but I thought that we could at least talk.  We have too much history to not even be civil to each other.”
 
                 Ben’s laugh is humorless.  Agitation rockets around his eyes and I’m certain that he’s one wrong word away from losing it.
 
                 “You have got to be kidding me.  Civil to each other?”  Ben’s almost shouting now.  A few people nearby turn to see what’s going on and they shift creating a semi-circle around us.  The angel girl is among them and she’s frowning.  I spot Payton edging her way toward us.
 
   Ben continues.  “You think that you’ll be a better friend this time around?  You think you can refrain from screwing my girlfriend?  You’ll stay away from my band and my house and…” he chokes, “Ellie?” 
 
                 Whoa.  
 
   My pulse is thumping.  With my free hand, I push against Ben’s chest so that he’s forced to take a step back.  He radiates heat and I can feel his racing heart even through his shirt.  A guy with shaggy red hair appears and grabs hold of Ben’s other arm.  I recognize him as the drummer from Ben’s band.  
 
   The drummer says something that I can’t hear into Ben’s left ear and he visibly softens.  His eyes skip over me.     
 
                 Drew’s mouth opens and closes.  “Ben, I swear that Lily and I aren’t even talking anymore, and I didn’t know that you and Ellie were—”
 
                 Before Drew can finish the sentence—before I can correct the mistake—Ben shakes me and the drummer off and steps forward, effectively blocking me with his shoulder.  He pointedly says to Drew, “Just leave.”  
 
                 There’s no questioning the tone or the look.  Drew purses his lips and throws me an apologetic nod before turning and walking away.  He doesn’t even take his scarf with him.
 
    
 
    
 
   In a state of near breathlessness, Payton herds us into Ben’s room.  She pulls off the devil horns that she’s been wearing all night and throws them onto the bed.   “What in the hell was that all about?”  
 
                 I look at Ben and then back at Payton.  The red-headed drummer is standing just inside the door with his arms crossed over his chest.  He looks uncomfortable.  He’s wearing a bright green shirt that says The Hulk, and a pair of clashing army green cargo pants.  He’s got a smear of face paint down one cheek like someone started to paint his face but got bored and stopped halfway through.  
 
   “I have no idea,” I say honestly, glancing down at my ridiculous high heels.
 
                 Payton is staring hard at Ben now.  I can almost see the wheels in her head turning, scraping against the inside of her skull.  
 
   “Oh my God.  Are you two…” she points to me first, then to Ben.  Her eyebrows waggle.  “Are you, you know—”
 
                 Ben and I intercept her meaning at the same time.  Both of us put our hands up and nearly shout in unison, “No!”
 
                 “Okay, okay,” she says with a wan smile and takes a step back.  
 
   I’m not sure if she believes us.  She folds her hands on her hips and angles her chin so that her short dark hair fans around the collar of the sparkly red halter top that she’s wearing.  
 
   “Then please explain to me what happened out there.”  She points at Ben. “You almost got into a brawl at our party and I want to know why.”   
 
                 Ben slumps into a chair by the desk.  He drags his hands over the back of his head.  
 
   I realize that I haven’t been in this room since he moved in.  The walls are bare except for a single black and white charcoal drawing pinned above the headboard.  The comforter on the bed is still Hannah’s light blue one with a delicate pattern of white flowers.  I recognize the green pillows as the ones I helped her choose over the summer.  
 
   A few articles of clothing lay scattered on the floor near the closet, but mostly it’s clean by college guy standards.  In the corner of the desk there’s a stack of books and a plastic cup that holds about a half dozen Sharpies and a single yellow pencil.  A black guitar case is propped against one wall.  
 
                 To my surprise the drummer takes a step away from the door and is the one to speak.  His voice is gravelly like he doesn’t use it very often.  “Drew used to be our lead guitarist and Ben’s best friend.  He fucked it all up by sleeping with Lily awhile back.  Ben came home early from class one afternoon and walked in on ‘em.”  He motions to Ben, whose head has fallen into his hands so that I can’t make out his face.  “The shit hit the fan and we all decided to ask Drew to leave the band.  Then Ben moved out of the apartment he shared with Lily and in with you guys.  The rest…” he shrugs his shoulders. “Well, you pretty much know the rest.  I’m Nick, by the way.”
 
                 Even at a moment like this, Payton has the wherewithal to flash a charmingly flirtatious smile and wiggle her fingers in a sort of wave.  Maybe she spotted the wrist tattoo peeking from the sleeve of Nick’s shirt.  It’s a known fact that Payton Moorehead is a sucker for ink.
 
                 Payton clears her throat.  “So Drew…”
 
                 Ben looks up.  His eyes are watery and red.  He nods once.
 
                 My stomach swims.  My limbs are heavy like I’ve been running for too long.  If I could melt into the wooden floor right now, I would.  I can’t believe that Drew is the asshole that slept with Ben’s girlfriend.  And worse, I can’t believe that I was flirting with him. 
 
                 Ben turns his head in my direction and his eyebrows go up.  He seems expectant, like he’s waiting for me to do or say something.  Like the explanation that Nick just gave was for my benefit.  Like he needs to know what I think.  Like he wants to turn over and examine all the words and secrets that are hidden inside of me.  
 
   I don’t understand it.  Payton’s the one asking questions and I’m the one standing here like a fool.
 
   I blink.
 
   Ben is still looking at me hard.  His brown eyes are boring holes into my skull.  
 
                 The room tilts and I get that weird queasy, nauseous sensation that comes right before you’re about to throw up.  Maybe I’m way past drunk, or maybe I’m just a mess and my insides want to purge all of me.  
 
   Under the intensity of Ben’s gaze, I know that I’m about to vomit, or pass out, or burst into flames, or something equally as dramatic.  I need air.  So I shake my head from side to side slowly, and mutter unintelligible words under my breath, and duck out of the room before anyone can stop me.  
 
   Stumbling into my bedroom, my hand splayed to the wall for support, I tear off the grey scarf and throw myself on top of my bed—shoes, dress, and all.  I try my best to push all of my thoughts aside.  I don’t want to picture the look on Ben’s face when I ran out of his bedroom, or wonder what the hell Payton must be thinking right now.  
 
   My head is full of whispers.
 
                 The party is still raging out my bedroom window when I close my eyes and cover my head with a pillow.  
 
   Before I fall away, I have one last clear thought.  If Ben Hamilton can screw with my brain function this way then the plan has been a total disaster.[bookmark: _Toc350225742]
 
   


CHAPTER SEVENDressing on the Side
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m lying half-awake in my bed.  The blue-grey morning sky winks at me from between the slits of the window blinds.  I can hear muffled activity outside my door.  It’s probably my roommates—up and starting to clean the mess from the party.  
 
   I know that I should get out of bed and help, but I don’t feel like dealing with anyone this morning.  
 
   I roll over and my shoe catches on something.  It’s my tail.  The black dress from last night is bunched up around my hips.  I didn’t even bother to wash my face before I collapsed on the bed.  This morning I probably look like some kind of freakish back-from-the-grave nightmare.
 
   I’m in the middle of debating the advantages of a self-imposed exile to my bedroom when I hear a sound that can’t be real.  A familiar voice so out of place in this house that I wonder if I’m having a psychotic break.
 
   My dad.
 
   My fucking dad.
 
   Shit.
 
   Double shit.
 
   Now, I’m up like a shot, darting out of my room and across the hall to the bathroom before I can even take a breath.  I fling open the door and smack into something warm and wet.  
 
   Arrggghhhh!  It’s Ben.  
 
   He’s standing at the sink with a damp white towel wrapped low around his waist.  Beaded water clings to the smooth skin of his bare chest.  Freshly showered hair drips down his back.  I look down to the edge of the towel and back up quickly.  
 
   His brown eyes widen and he opens his mouth.  I slap my hand across it and stand on my toes.  Forget propriety.  Forget awkwardness.  Forget what happened last night with Drew or last week between us.  My dad is less than fifteen feet away.
 
   The whispered words gush out of me.  “My father is right outside this door.  I completely blanked that he was stopping by to take me to lunch on his way to a conference today, and now my life is crumbling.  My dad cannot see me like this.  You have to help me!”
 
   Ben pulls my hand away from his lips.  “What can I do?” 
 
   My heart is pounding with distress.  I’m looking around the bathroom wildly, definitely on the verge of a panic attack.  
 
   “I’m not even sure what I need,” I say quickly. 
 
   My eyes pause on Ben’s naked chest and my heartbeat kicks it up another notch.  This can’t be happening!  
 
   He’s peering down at me and we share this moment that seems to last a million seconds.  So much is scribbled across his face that I think I could fill up a novel trying to describe it.  His lips twitch into a shy smile and it’s like a door inside of me is opening.  Like it’s blowing off the freaking hinges.  
 
   Ben nods.  With his hand cupping the small of my back, he pulls me in and presses his mouth against my forehead.  The contact is electric.  I gasp, but before I can manage to say a single word, he’s out the door.   
 
    
 
    
 
   I take the fastest shower in the history of the world.  I’m drying myself before the soapsuds are rinsed off my body.  
 
   After toweling off, I bunch my wet hair into a loose knot at my neck and clip it in place.  It’s going to dry into a nest of frizz, but I just don’t have time to worry about that. 
 
                 I skip soundlessly to my room and slip into a pair of clean pants and an open-necked green top that cinches in at my waist.  In a last-ditch effort to distract my father from my puffy, post-party eyes, I smear on some pink lip gloss and slip simple gold posts into my ears.  
 
   There.  I survey myself in the mirror.  Not too shabby.
 
                 Dad stands up from the couch when he sees me.  He swallows me in our traditional hug.  
 
   He’s wearing a navy blue sport coat dabbed with gold buttons and a small checked pocket square.  His khaki pants have stiff creases down the front, and he’s got on a shiny brown belt and matching loafers.  This is my father in uber-casual mode.  
 
                 We have the same untamed hair and milky skin dotted with sunny freckles.  Mark told me once that my father and I are like a walking, talking advertisement for Ralph Lauren or Tommy Hilfiger.  My mother is darker—the planes of her face stronger and more impressive.  The only traits she passed on to me are her lean, willowy frame, and allergy to shellfish. 
 
                 I watch Ben rise from the armchair.  He’s obviously been chatting up my dad while I’ve been getting ready.  The idea frightens me as much as it excites me.  
 
   Ben’s hair is mostly dried off by now, and, thankfully, he’s wearing clothes.  I don’t think I could handle my father and a shirtless Ben Hamilton at the same time.  
 
   A quick glance around the room proves that there’s no use in pretending that a party did not happen here last night.  All the surfaces of the house are littered with plastic cups and metal bottle tops and wadded up papers.  Ainsley’s friend Laurie is curled in a ball, fast asleep in the corner.  A steady stream of drool is running down the side of her face.
 
   Payton is in the kitchen, her back nestled between the refrigerator and the wall and she’s got a bag of frozen peas balanced on her upturned forehead.  When I ask if she’s okay, she moans and skulks back to her bedroom.
 
   There’s an open pizza box in the middle of the living room floor and a pair of white women’s underwear sprawled over the back of an armchair.  A busted piñata dangles from the slowly circling fan. 
 
                 “Fun night?”  Dad chimes, a little too brightly.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Somehow, Ben is in the car going to lunch with my father and me.  I’m listening from the backseat as my dad asks him about his band and which orchestra he’d like to play for next year and whether or not he writes any original music.  Ben is talking animatedly and my dad is laughing, and nodding, and acting like a normal human.   
 
   What the hell? 
 
   An hour earlier if you asked me how my father would react upon learning that his one and only daughter is living in the same house as some guitar-playing man with long hair, I would have told you that aggrieved would be a muted version of his reaction.  
 
   But dad barely hesitated.  He slapped Ben on the shoulder and said some malarkey about not having to worry about us girls so much.  
 
   Say what?  
 
   And now they’re exchanging opinions of classic rock albums.  Honestly.  It’s like I passed out last night, and woke up this morning in an alternate universe or something.  
 
   The restaurant we pull up to is the one that my parents choose every time that they visit.  It’s posh and quiet save for the delicate tinkling of silverware on plates and glass.  
 
   Everything is shaped like a crescent moon—the sloping walls, the tables and booths, the suspended pendant lights, and the logo etched into the frosted glass of the door.   
 
   The hostess is standing behind a high desk by the front door, jotting something down in a large book.  She has her long coppery hair twisted in a side braid that hangs down over her shoulder.  When she sees us walk through the door, her already lively face lights up even more.  She skips around to the front of the desk and swings her arms around Ben’s neck.  Gently pulling back from the hug, he smirks down at her and whispers something in her ear.  She tilts her head, laughs, and bats her eyelashes.  Meanwhile, my father and I are hanging back in the corner like a pair of old shoes.  
 
   “So, you two know each other?”  I ask as we slip into the curved dark leather booth—Ben and me on one side, dad on the other.  
 
   “Hmmm?”  He lifts his eyebrows then turns his attention to the menu.
 
   “You and the hostess?”  I don’t mention the shooting pain that’s clawing through my gut.  And I don’t ask the thing that I’m thinking: what’s with you and all these girls?  Lily, the angel girl, the hostess…  Because the answer is probably exactly what I think it is.
 
   Ben barely looks up from the menu.  “Uh, yeah… we have a few classes together and we played in the same section last year.  Julie’s cool.”
 
   “Oh.”  My bottom jaw hangs loose like it doesn’t know what to do.  
 
   Julie’s cool?
 
   I’m about to ask him to elaborate when dad cuts in, his eyes peeking over the top of the leather-bound menu.  “Elizabeth, what are you going to order?”
 
   There it is.  Elizabeth.  My parents can’t seem to get on the don’t-call-me-that bandwagon.  
 
   Ben sneaks a sideways glance at me.  His eyebrows are high and his mouth is twitching.  I die a little bit. 
 
   “Ummm… probably just a salad or something.  My stomach’s feeling queasy.”
 
   Dad tsks.  “I wonder why,” he says all fake innocence and charm.  “Ben, has Elizabeth ever told you about the time that she ordered sweetbreads when she was seven?  She thought that they would actually be made of bread.”  He laughs to himself.
 
   First of all: why would I tell Ben about ordering testicles for dinner when I was a kid?
 
   Second of all: no, no, no! 
 
   Ben smiles, flashing that solitary dimple at me and my pulse wavers.  
 
   “No, to be honest Mr. Glass, Elizabeth hasn’t told me all that much about herself,” he says.
 
   Dad looks properly put out.  He furrows his brow, stretches his arms out over the sides of the booth and before I can stop him—before I can steer the conversation into safer territory—he’s off.
 
   And so begins the lunch that nightmares are made of.
 
   From the dredges of hell, my father pulls out every single embarrassing childhood story about me.  There’s the time that I locked myself in an outdoor trunk, and when I measured out two cups of salt for the cookie batter instead of sugar, and how I threw up on Jacob Hoffman’s shoes when he asked me to be his girlfriend in the seventh grade.  And there are more—way too many to count.  My brain starts to hurt with the horror of it all.                
 
   Even after we finish our lunch, my dad’s still going.  His eyes are glazed over with fondness, and he’s chuckling as he describes a tiny rosy-cheeked Elizabeth that I can barely remember, demanding a hot pink cast when she broke her arm after falling off a playground slide.
 
   Ben isn’t moving.  He’s sitting back in the booth looking at me, and he’s got this expression on his face that sends goose bumps up my arms. 
 
    And I’m thinking about the time years ago that my parents took me to California and we drove north from the resort to see the redwoods.  I stood at the base of a stand of ginormous trees, and looked up through the lens of the camera that my grandmother had sent for Christmas.  But they didn’t look like the redwood trees from the photographs I’d seen.  It was like squinting through a kaleidoscope—all greenly light and twinkle and strange hypnotizing lines.  I told mom what I thought and she said, “The trees are the way trees have always been, Elizabeth.  What’s different is the way that you’re looking.”
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   Vinyl Vertigo
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at the house, things are still in hangover mode.  The television is on an endless cycle of infomercials.  Ainsley and Payton have crashed on opposite ends of the same couch.  Their socked feet are entangled.  There’s a half-eaten bowl of pre-packaged macaroni and cheese between them with two forks sticking out.  And Laurie has been resurrected from the floor.  Now she’s slouched in the armchair with a droll look on her face and a bag of microwave popcorn in her lap.
 
                 Dad and I trade goodbyes in the doorway because he says that he’s in a “time crunch” to get to that conference.  I think that maybe he just wants to avoid another foray into my home, a.k.a. The Hotbed of Iniquity.  
 
   He squeezes me one last time.  He shakes Ben’s hand enthusiastically and tells him to, “Watch out for my girl.”  Meaning me I guess.  The exchange makes me cringe in embarrassment, but Ben takes the whole thing in stride—grinning and nodding his head appropriately.
 
                 And then dad is gone, and Ben and I are standing side by side surveying the scene in front of us.  I should probably grab a garbage bag and start with the small stuff, but it’s like I would rather have pins shoved under my fingernails than clean-up day-old party trash at the moment.
 
                 Ben must be thinking the same thing because he turns to me and says, “I’ve got to go do some stuff.  Want to come?”
 
                 That’s how I wind up in the passenger seat of Ben’s car on my way to do “stuff.”  He hands me a cord and tells me that I can choose the music.  I plug in, scroll through the songs on my phone, and settle on one of my recent favorites.  
 
   When the music starts, Ben gets a funny look on his face.
 
                 “What?”  My tone is careful.  I’m teetering between annoyance and mortification.
 
                 He shoots me a sideways glance and shakes his head.  “Nothing.  I just didn’t peg you for a listener of emo kill-yourself type music.” 
 
                 Now I’m offended.  “Excuse me?  What are you, like the god of music?”  I point to the speaker.  “This happens to be an excellent song off an incredible album.”
 
                 “Whoa, down girl!”  Ben laughs.  “I completely agree with you.  This song is great.  The baseline is intense and the drummer nails the bridge.  All I meant is that I didn’t have you pegged for this type of music.” 
 
                 “And what, exactly, did you have me pegged for?”  Ahhhhh!  Why does that so sexual coming out of my mouth?  My face blushes scarlet.
 
                 Luckily, Ben is oblivious.  He’s listing off names of artists I wouldn’t be caught dead listening to.  My dismay is growing.  All I can manage to spit out is, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
 
                 Ben laughs again as we get out of the car.  “Don’t be offended, Ellie.  The real you is turning out to be even better than I originally thought.  And that’s saying a lot.”  
 
   The compliment takes me by surprise and I make a misstep.  Ben catches me by my elbow before I manage to topple over.  He stands me up and brushes the falling hair away from my face.  
 
   Shaking off an a shiver, I follow Ben toward a narrow, lonely looking shop tucked into a brick building between a dry cleaner and a place that makes the bold claim that they have “The Best Enchiladas in the Galaxy.”  We’re about two blocks too far off of Main Street for me to feel comfortable and I find myself sliding closer to Ben.  
 
   “I still can’t believe you ever thought that I would listen to that crap.”  
 
                 “Consider me put in my place,” he says softly, bending his face to my ear.  
 
   He pushes on the brass knob of a non-descript black wooden door.  An old bell serenades us as we walk in.  I look around, taking it all in—the yellowed lighting and the dated couch that’s shoved into a small alcove to our right.  Brown is working its way into the masking tape colored walls from the corners and the cash register looks like it matriculated from a factory sometime in the late 1970s.  
 
   The place goes back a lot farther than I anticipate.  There are music posters everywhere and rows upon rows of vinyl records stretching to the back wall.  It smells like a cross between nacho chips and stale office space.  The floor is made up of worn burnt orange carpet smudged with shoe marks and the occasional ground-in piece of chewing gum.  
 
   I turn my head to Ben.  “A record store, huh?”
 
                 Ben tucks his hair back and a wide, dimpled grin breaks his face apart.  “It’s a little more than that, but… yeah.”
 
                 As we walk down one of the aisles, a harassed looking guy appears from a backroom door.  He’s got wire-rim silver glasses and graying hair that meets in the front in an abrupt widow’s peak.  He grumbles a greeting when he sees us and ushers us to the front desk.  He and Ben have a quick conversation about strings and flatrounds and frets.
 
   I nod and pretend to follow along, but really, I have no idea what they’re talking about.  Ben glances down at me and smiles knowingly with one corner of his mouth.  In response, my heart dips.  When he slings his arm casually over my shoulder and introduces me to the guy—Harvey—my pulse officially redlines.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Back on the street, Ben explains that he was ordering a few things for his instruments.  He tells me that repair and part replacement are Harvey’s bread and butter.  The records in the store are more of a hobby than a profit producing business.
 
                 “So music is your thing?”
 
                 Ben is steering us down the sidewalk.  He stretches his long arms out and shrugs down at me.  “Yeah, music is sort of my life right now, but it’s not the only thing that I care about if that’s what you’re getting at.”
 
                 The bait is too tempting.  “So, what else do you care about then?”
 
                 “Ha!”  He squints his eyes and chews on his bottom lip.  Dark hair falls across his forehead.  Distracted, he brushes it away.  “Let’s see…  I care about recycling, and unrest in the Middle East, and about the desperate plight of the polar bears, and that libraries and mechanical pencil sharpeners are disappearing, and about winning at Scrabble.  I care about my little brothers and my mom and…” he darts a quick look at me, “about my friends.”
 
                 I tip my chin forward.  Our footsteps are in sync.  “Okay, that was a pretty good answer.”
 
                 “I always aim for pretty good,” he asserts seriously.  “And you Elizabeth Glass?  What do you care about?”
 
                 “I care that you don’t ever call me that again!”  I slap his arm playfully.                
 
   “Fair enough!”  Ben laughs as he skips back to dodge me.  “But, at least answer the question.”
 
    I shake my head and sigh, loud and breathy.  “I guess that I care about getting into Columbia Law and joining my parent’s firm one day.  I want them to be proud of me.”
 
                 The moment that I’ve said it, I wish that my answer was better.  I wish that I had said that I, too, care about polar bears, and pencil sharpeners, and about deforestation in South America, and about the sanity of the people that walk around the planet thinking that the mullet is still a reasonable hairstyle, and about calzones not being at all the same as pizza. 
 
   I realize that we’ve stopped walking and we’re standing still on the sidewalk looking at each other.
 
   “I’m sure that they’d be proud of you no matter what.  You’re an amazing person.”  He frowns.  “Is Columbia really that important?”
 
   “I guess that you could say that Columbia is the culmination of all of my planning.  It’s something that I’ve been working toward for as long as I can remember.”  
 
   “But, it can’t be the only thing that matters to you.”  Ben’s face is a puzzle.  How can his eyes manage to be reserved and earnest at the same time? 
 
   “Well, noooo….” I drop my shoulders.  “I care about my friends, my family, and more funding for space exploration,” I say.
 
   His brow creases.  “Space?”
 
   I laugh.  “Yeah.  I know that it sounds completely geeky, but I love watching all those NOVA specials about how the universe was formed, and about black holes, and all that kind of stuff.  If I had been blessed with mathematical superpowers, I think I would have liked to be an astrophysicist.”   
 
   “Astrophysics, huh?  I can see that…” Ben’s head is angled to one side and he’s smiling.  “Anything else?”
 
   I answer quickly before I can think about it too much.  “Photography.  I care about taking pictures.”  
 
   I’m walking again and Ben takes two quick steps to catch up.  He reaches out for my arm and pulls me to a stop beside him.
 
   “Pictures of what?”  His fingers glide down my skin until they are resting against my palm.  
 
   I shrug, keeping the pretense that my insides aren’t turning to goo from Ben’s touch.  The reality is that my heart is rioting and I’m a ball of kinetic energy.  “Anything really.  Faces, landscapes…” 
 
   Slowly, so that I’m not even sure that he’s aware that he’s doing it, Ben laces his fingers through mine.  “Will you show me?”
 
   I shake my head and look down at my brown boots.  I let my eyes follow the long jagged cracks in the cement and come back to the epiphany that is our fingers threaded together.  Suddenly, I realize that we’re alone, in a dead space between two buildings.
 
   “I don’t show anyone,” I say breathily.
 
   “Ellie…” My name falls so softly from his mouth that it makes me shiver.  “I didn’t ask if you’d show anyone.  I asked if you’d show me your photos.”  
 
   The expression on his face is so hopeful and open that all the words get garbled in my chest.  Before I know what I’m doing, I’m nodding.  Ben smiles and the dimple makes an appearance on his cheek.  
 
   Our hands are still clasped together sending jolts of electricity up my arm.  We’re so close that our shoes are touching and his warm breath stirs the tiny, curling hairs around my face.     
 
   What happens next is not something that I plan.  It’s not something that I even think about…
 
   I kiss him.
 
   I stretch up on my toes and softly brush my mouth over his.  It’s gentle.  The first leaves of spring.  And for the smallest moment, Ben is too stunned to move.  And the air is still.  So still.  
 
   Then, he seems to register what’s happening and his hands slide to my waist.  He lets go of two tight, strained breaths against my mouth, and everything changes.  Now I’m not the one doing the kissing.  
 
   This is no shy, just-between-friends kiss.  This is a kiss unlike any that I’ve ever had.  It’s the kiss of a hundred thumping kick drums, a raging earthquake.  
 
   Ben’s strong arms pull me against him and I fold.  He parts my lips with his tongue and it’s like discovering that you can fly.  One minute you’re tied to earth by gravity and everything you know about the world, and the next you’re up, floating, soaring, and the houses and people below are tiny, insignificant specs of dust slipping away.  
 
   Ben picks up the tempo.  His fingers move over my spine and up, up under the fabric of my shirt until he is touching bare skin.  My lips find his neck and my hands find his stomach and everything crashes around inside of me.  I can feel his knocking heart moving under his skin, crawling into me.  Ben kisses along my hairline.  His pink tongue flicks against my ear.  
 
   Suddenly, I miss his mouth.  I kiss up, up, up, until our lips are fused and we are exploring—tasting, sucking, burning—ungluing everything.  A million tiny bells ring in my ears.  Everything brightens, like the sun has been shoved out of its hiding place from behind the clouds.  
 
   Ben is the first to break away.  I am left gasping and clinging tightly to his shirt so that I don’t go sideways or mysteriously disintegrate.  He lifts his long musician’s fingers to my face and presses his mouth to me.  He murmurs into my hair.  And, I’m not sure, but I think what he says is, “wow.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I know it’s Ben when I hear the soft tapping on my bedroom door that night.  I’m incredibly grateful that I decided to put on my cutest pajamas just in case.  
 
   Twisting to the side, I usher him into my room and close the door gently behind him.  Then we’re standing in the middle of my green oval area rug staring each other down.  Ben’s hair is pulled back in a low ponytail and I can see his neck.  I have to push aside the thought that I know what it’s like to lick it.  
 
   After an eternity of awkward, sexually frustrated seconds, Ben hooks his hands in the pockets of his jeans and the corners of his mouth tip upward.  My heart expands.  
 
   “I thought you could show me your pictures,” he says evenly.
 
   “Oh,” I say, covering up my wilting heart.  Oh, you mean you aren’t here to ravage me?  
 
   He just smiles like he can read my thoughts.
 
   I shake my head to clear it.  “Yeah, of course.  Just—just grab a seat.”   Where?  My desk chair is currently being swallowed by LSAT prep books and forcing him to sit on the floor seems rude.  “On the bed.  The edge of the bed.”  
 
   He sits.  
 
   On. My. Bed.  
 
   I’m over at the desk fiddling with the keys on my laptop.  I find the file with the Paris photos.  They are the ones that I shot two summers ago when my parents took me with them to Europe for ten days.  I yank out the power cord and lop over to the bed with my arm looped under my computer.
 
   The thing about mattresses is that they dip when you set things on them.  Weighted objects, like bodies, tend to fall together.  Ben and I start out with a good half-foot of boundary space between us, but as the minutes pass, we slide closer until our hips are almost touching.  My whole body is on high-alert,  
 
   Ben sifts through the images, spending more time on a few of the shots—especially the ones that I’ve taken of people—mostly strangers I encountered on the street.
 
   “This one,” he says, gesturing to the screen of my laptop. “It’s really beautiful, Ellie.”
 
   I flush.  The photo is of a white-haired man holding a horn.  I remember that he’d been sitting outside a small Parisian café playing his horn in the afternoon.  I’d already been ready for the shot when the sky opened up and a thousand fingers of rain came tumbling down.  The horn player paused, his mouth an inch from his instrument, and looked up at the sky.  That’s the moment that I caught with my camera.  
 
   Ben’s going on.  He’s telling me that he likes another shot.  He’s describing qualities of light, but I’m somewhere in my head.  Lost.  I notice how his long musician fingers are touching the keys of my laptop and I’m remembering the way that they felt spread over the bare skin of my lower back.  We are too close and my skin is beginning to burn underneath my clothes.  My hormones are turning me into a fire hazard.
 
   “What?”  Ben’s lilting voice breaks through my reverie.  
 
   God.  He’s probably concerned about my heavy breathing and the unattractive red splotches that I’m positive are breaking out all over my face.
 
   I let my hair fall forward like a shield.  “Nothing.  You were saying…”
 
   But Ben has stopped talking.  When I chance a look, he’s doing that silent stare thing.  It’s alarming how much it affects me.  How it sucks away all of the air in the room.  How it sends tingles through my entire being and makes my body hum with anticipation.  
 
   “Ellie,” he says softly.  He shifts the computer so that it’s no longer a barrier between us.  The tips of his fingers gently brush the side of my face.  I close my eyes and part my mouth to breathe.  
 
   “Ellie,” he repeats my name.  Then, he leans toward me and his lips flutter over my eyelids, sending a wild hum through my limbs.  
 
   I open my eyes and he’s looking at me with so much heat and desire that I have to remind myself to breathe properly.  I pull his shoulders down until we’re falling back onto the mattress and Ben is over me.  Supported by his forearms, he hovers, watching me intently with those gold-flecked brown eyes.  His hands slip lower.  I lift my hips to meet his and the room tilts.  
 
   There is nothing imaginary or gentle about what moves between us.  It’s like a tsunami.  Our mouths crush, crash, against one another.  Our hands pull—skin, shirt collars, hips.  I am frantic to have all of him pressing down against me.  I yank the shirt he’s wearing over his head.  I slide my fingers over his rippled bare chest and edge my way along the waist of his jeans.  Ben moans into my mouth.  His knee comes up between my legs and I do some moaning of my own.  
 
   With his hands, he traces tiny circular patterns on my body, bringing every one of my pores to life.  He is the musician and I am the instrument.  I glide beneath him, barely breathing, barely thinking.  
 
   His lips move over my neck, dropping down to my collarbone.  His eyelashes flit against my skin soft and feathery.  I fall.    
 
   “What am I going to do with you?” he whispers, holding my face and staring at me with clear eyes that swim through my veins.
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[bookmark: _Toc350225744]CHAPTER NINE
 
   No Strings My Ass
 
    
 
    
 
   “You are so adorable.”
 
                 I stop pacing and spin.  Ben—lopsided smile plastered on his face—is leaning back against my headboard with his naked arms crossed behind his head.  Silvery morning sunlight pours in through the window behind him making a hazy white outline around his body.  He sits up and all the tightly drawn muscles in his chest move with him.   The soft green sheets tumble downward settling around his waist.   
 
                 “And you’re distracting me,” I say, flipping a flashcard at him.  
 
                 He swats it away and ruffles his brow.  Out comes the bottom lip.  He’s all mock flustered and hurt, which is too charming to dwell on when I’m trying to study.  
 
   “Are you kidding me?”  He feigns offense.  “I’ve quizzed you for the past four nights in a row.  When you ace the exam, you can thank me.”
 
                 Now I’m smiling.  “And just how would you like me to thank you?”
 
                  Ben’s forehead drops and a lock of dark hair falls across his eyes.  God.  He scoots closer and his fingers crawl up my arm all the way to my neck.  Golden brown eyes trail behind.  My stomach churns with anticipation and my breathing changes.  
 
   “Oh, I’m sure I’ll think of something.”
 
                 “Huh, like indentured servitude?”  My voice is ragged, like I’ve just come back from a jog.
 
                 He laughs.  Curling his strong arms around my waist, he pulls me down next to him.  Now, I’m on my back, looking up at his gorgeous face.  My heart thumps with embarrassing vigor.  
 
   Ben blinks above me.  “Yeah, sort of like indentured servitude.”  He angles one eyebrow playfully.  “Do you have a problem with that, Ellie?  Because if so, there’s a process that you can go through to lodge a formal complaint against the administration.” 
 
                 “Me?”  I shift so that our torsos are pressed together and I can feel his warm bare skin against mine.  “I don’t think I’m in any position to complain.”
 
                 “Oh God,” Ben says, and his voice is weightless—floating all around me like air.  
 
   He finds my wrists and brings them up so that they’re pinned over my head.  I stretch out my body, rolling my back against the bed.  When I arch my neck, his lips meet skin and my blood boils over.  
 
   Moments later he whispers into my mouth, “Sometimes I think that you could make me forget the entire world.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “I just don’t get this thing,” Mark is saying.  He’s sitting across from me with a quizzical look on his face.  His elbow is braced on the armrest of the chair he’s sitting in, and his head is resting on his hand.
 
                 My pulse crackles defensively.  
 
   “I don’t know what’s to get,” I respond, my voice coming out harder than I intend.  A man working on his laptop at the table next to ours glances over.  “Ben and I are having fun.  For once in my life I’m enjoying myself and I’m not worrying about what it all means or where it’s headed.  You, of all people, are going to judge that?”
 
                 Mark’s head jerks back and his bottom jaw drops a few inches.  “Jesus Ellie.  That’s not at all what I meant, and you know it.”  He waves his hands in the air.  “I’m simply pondering how this whole situation is going to play out.  You and Ben have been secretly going at it for about two weeks, yet you claim that you haven’t had sex with him.”
 
                 “Oh, what?  First I’m slutty.  Then I’m not slutty enough?”
 
                 “Don’t be obtuse!”  Mark’s chin juts forward.  “Even if you were sleeping with Ben, I wouldn’t call you a slut.  I’m just curious as to the why you’re not having sex with him.”
 
                 I laugh and roll my eyes.  “I know this is probably a foreign concept to you, but we haven’t had sex yet because we both have standards.”  Because Ben keeps stopping things just before we get to that level.
 
                  “Okaaaay…  And, remind me why Ainsley and Payton have no idea what’s been happening between the two of you?”
 
                 I let go of my breath.  “Because we made a pact!  Because it’s girl code!  Because if I tell them, it’s going to be this big thing.  Neither of us is ready for that kind of pressure right now.”  
 
                 Mark’s stare is unwavering.  “So, what you’re saying is that you’re only breaking girl code if you tell your roommates about it?  Just going back on your promise is alright?  Okay then.  Thanks for clearing that little detail up for me.”
 
                 “Ugh!” I put my face in my hands.
 
                 “Oh Ellie-bear,” Mark sighs.  “You’ve clearly developed feelings for this guy but you haven’t even been on an actual date with him.” He lifts a hand to stop me before I can talk.  “And if you call that tragic lunch with your dad a date, then you need to seriously reevaluate things…”
 
   “I-I…”  My voice wobbles.    
 
   “Look, I’m just saying that the two of you hunker up in a bedroom and play around, but it’s not real.  It’s limbo.  It’s a make-believe relationship.  You barely know any of his friends and he barely knows any of yours…”
 
                 “Mark, you’re my friend.  Ben knows you.”
 
                 Mark’s eyebrows pull together.  “Yeah, and I’ve talked to the guy for all of five minutes.  I’m serious Ellie.  What’s the destination for this?” 
 
                 I shake my head miserably.  “I don’t know.  Maybe there doesn’t have to be one.  We’re just… we’re just enjoying this.”  
 
                 “Have you considered the fact that Ben might be enjoying you as well as many other women?  Have you at least had the exclusivity talk?”
 
                 I don’t acknowledge that the thought of Ben with another girl wounds me in a huge way.  “I don’t think he…”  My voice trails off.
 
                 “Ellie,” Mark says in a tone like he’s talking to a four year old.  “Ben is a musician.  He’s too damn hot for his own good, and he’s fresh out of a long relationship.  A relationship that ended badly.  My instincts tell me that he’s going to be playing the field, or sowing his wild oats, or whatever, for a bit.  I just don’t want to see you end up in the crossfire.”
 
                 I ignore the massive boulder that’s taken up residence on top of my heart.  “I guess that Ben can do what he wants.  We’re taking this whole thing one day at a time.”  God, I don’t even believe myself.
 
                 “And you’re okay, say… if he hooks up with some harlot after one of his shows?  Or maybe a beautiful violinist that’s in the student orchestra with him?”
 
   Of course, now I’m remembering that he had a performance last Thursday and got home really late.  I swallow down the lump lodged in my throat.  “It’s a no-strings attached arrangement,” I say carefully.  
 
                 “And you and Ben have discussed this?”
 
   “Well, no….”
 
   “Ellie Glass!  Only an idiot thinks that the no-strings thing works out in the end.  And you’re not an idiot.”  Mark sits forward and places his hand over mine.  “Chica, I don’t want you to get hurt and I’m worried.  I like this new playful Ellie.  I really do.  But I also know that the Ellie that’s sitting for the LSAT in two days, and plans to take on Columbia by storm, is still in there somewhere.  And I have an awful feeling that this thing with Ben is going to blow up in her face.”
 
                 I want to tell Mark that he’s full of shit—that he has no idea what he’s talking about.  But the thing is, a part of me thinks that maybe—as usual—Mark has a point.  
 
   I do like Ben.  More than I should if this thing is just what it appears to be—casual.  Last night after he’d slipped into my room and we messed around for awhile, we talked into the dark for hours and Ben had me laughing until I could hardly speak.  
 
   I fell asleep to the sound of him humming into my hair, and the feel of him at my back.  And I didn’t want it to end.  I wanted to turn over and kiss that freckle on his chest that kills me.  I wanted to run my fingers through his dark hair and trace the lines of his face with my lips.  I wanted to devour him.  That doesn’t sound like a no-strings-attached, no destination feeling.  
 
   “God!” I screw my eyes shut.  “Why do you always have to be right?”  
 
   Mark looks resigned.  He takes a long sip from his cup of coffee.  “It’s the natural order of things.”
 
    
 
                    
 
                 In my head I’m planning what I’m going to say to Ben.  I’m going play it cool and try to stay away from words like “us” and “feelings.”    
 
   Ainsley and I are in the car headed home from the mall.  She dragged me shopping after class so that I could vote on which dress she should wear to some fraternity social she has to go to Saturday night.
 
   “Okay, serious question,” she says glancing at me sideways.  Her blonde hair is pulled away from her heart-shaped face with a butterfly clip.  Her blue eyes are wide and steady.  “Are you thinking black shoes or nude?  Be totally honest.”
 
                 Uh.  I wasn’t really thinking about either but I don’t say that.  I cock my head to one side like I’m contemplating the question.  
 
   “I think black will be sexier but nude is more sophisticated, so I guess it depends on what look you’re going for,” I say.  My chilly hands are cupped over the car air vents to capture the heat.
 
                 She nods, letting my advice soak in.  “When Brandon asked me to go to this thing with him I was sort of underwhelmed.  I’ve known him for awhile and we’ve never been anything more than friends, but I think he really likes me and now… I don’t know…” she looks almost shy—two rosy bright circles appearing on her cheeks.  “I think I might feel the same way.”
 
                 I give her a jerky smile.  “Then black it is!”
 
                 Ainsley laughs as she pulls onto our street.  “What about you Els?  You haven’t dated anyone since what’s-his-face in August.”
 
                 “Hey!  What’s-his-face was cute!”  I purse my lips, trying to quell the uncomfortable feeling rising up from inside of me.  I hate not being honest with her.  “Ainsley, I’m just too busy for guys right now.  The LSAT is in two days.”  The lie tastes like ash in my mouth.
 
                 She frowns.  “Just promise me that when that stupid test is behind us you’ll have a little fun for a change.  I’d like to see you happy,” she says as she parks the car.              
 
   I prepare to fake a promise.  My fingers are figuratively crisscrossed behind my back, but Ainsley distracts me by slapping her hand over her mouth.  Her eyes widen and her gaze zeroes in over my shoulder.  
 
   “Speaking of fun,” she coos.  “Looks like our roomie is having some of his own.”
 
                 I turn in my seat and see Ben and some girl standing in the doorway of the house.  Wait… not some girl.  It’s the hostess from the awful lunch with my dad. I think he said that her name is Julie.  
 
   She’s got her absurdly long reddish hair in that same side braid that somehow manages to be casual and elegant all at once.  I hate side braids.  And I hate the way that Julie’s giggling with her head angled flirtatiously to the side.  I hate that the afternoon sun is glinting off her, making her all golden and glowing.  I hate that amazing brown coat that she’s wearing.  I especially hate that I want to ask her where she got it.
 
   I shudder.  It’s like my heart’s been kicked down twenty-seven flights of stairs.  Everything that Mark said to me earlier comes crashing back into focus.
 
   Fumbling with my jacket and scarf, I take an extra long time to get out of the car so that I’m partly shielded by Ainsley.  If only Ainsley were a teeny bit taller, I wouldn’t have to worry that my face is a cornucopia of spotty emotions—none of which I want Ben or Julie to be clued in to.  
 
   “Hi there!”  Ainsley calls out in her tinkling voice. 
 
   “Hey!”  Ben bounds down the porch steps toward us.  The introductions commence.  
 
   I’m fiddling and trying really hard to seem interested in the zipper of my purse.  I look up only once and meet Ben’s eyes head on.  There’s a question there that I can’t interpret.  He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something to me, but then Julie is talking.  She touches his arm lightly and I want to karate chop her into a million bazillion tiny pieces.
 
   I inhale and close my eyes.  Even I can’t believe how juvenile I’m being.  We made no promises to one another.  Ben can spend time with whomever he likes—even if that person is a beautiful hostess who is currently staring at him soulfully and playing with the sleeve of his shirt.
 
   It’s me, not Ben Hamilton, who needs to get things in check.  I think it’s time that I remove myself from the situation before I do something incredibly stupid.  I clear my throat and push sideways through the open doorway.  
 
   As I go, I say in a prickly voice that doesn’t even sound like mine, “You guys are letting all of the heat out.”
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225745]CHAPTER TEN
 
   Flowers and Fairytales for M’Lady
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark would tell me that there’s only so much studying you can do for one test and that at some point you either know the material or you don’t.  My mother would disagree.  She’s been sending me a never-ending deluge of LSAT practice books and quizzes for the past eight months.  
 
                 I’m on the floor of my room, leaning against the foot of the bed.  There’s a slew of open workbooks spread out on the floor in front on me.  I sigh.  I’ve got less than forty-eight hours to go.  
 
   Picking up a pen, I force the afternoon boy drama from my head.  I really need to be serious about this test considering that it’s my entire future.  
 
                 “Ellie!”  Payton is knocking on my door.  She pops her head in before I can respond.  “We’re going to order Chinese for dinner.  Want your usual chicken and veggies?”
 
                 I barely look up.  “Nah, I’m good.  I had a bagel and cream cheese a little while ago.”
 
                 “Suit yourself,” she says as she walks away leaving my bedroom door half-open.
 
                 “Door Payton!”  I shout, but she doesn’t come back.  I figure that she’s already on the phone ordering her favorite—Moo shu pork with no rice and extra egg rolls.
 
                 I roll my eyes and crawl forward on my knees, letting the book that I’m holding drag across the floor.  As I reach my hand out to swing the door closed, a pair of worn black boots steps into my line of sight.    
 
                 I tip my head back, back, back.  It’s like déjà vu to that first day in the coffee shop.  Here is Ben, all warm brown eyes and loose hair falling across his forehead, staring down at me.
 
                 “Hey,” I manage to say in a tone that I hope comes across as bland.
 
                 Ben grimaces.  He slips through the door and shuts it gently behind him.  “Hey, I wanted to see you…” 
 
                 I shuffle the papers in front of me and fidget with the pen in my hand—anything so that I don’t have to look at him.  “I, uh, don’t really have the time to hang out tonight, okay?”  
 
                 I expect Ben to nod his head and leave my room, but of course he doesn’t cooperate.  He drops down next to me and grabs my chin so that I’m forced to look into those dark, digging eyes.  
 
   He opens his mouth like he wants to say something.  Closes it.  Opens it again.  “Please talk to me Ellie.”  His voice cracks with purpose. 
 
                 “About what?”  The words drizzle out of me.  I’m playing ignorant.  
 
                 “You seemed upset earlier and I want you to tell me why.”
 
                 I lift my arms in an exaggerated shrug.  “It’s nothing,” I lie thinly.  “I just have a lot going on right now with this test and my classes and stuff.  Right after Thanksgiving break we’re going to jump into final exam week.  I’m completely unprepared, and I should be studying for the LSAT and working on my Columbia application and—”
 
                 Ben interrupts me, his voice thick and gruff.  “So it has nothing to do with Julie and me?  Because it seemed like you were upset this afternoon.”
 
                 Ugh.  Julie and me.  He says it like they’re a unit.  Abbot and Costello, Cagney and Lacey, Penn and Teller, Edward and Bella, Ben and Julie. 
 
                 “Pshhhh,” I bat my hand in the air dismissively.  “No, not at all.  You can do whatever you like with whomever you like.  It’s not like we’re—” I close my eyes and reopen them.  “So if you and Julie are talking or whatever, I don’t mind.  It’s fine with me.”
 
                 The look on Ben’s face makes my stomach queasy.  He rocks back on his heels, and drops my chin.  “So your opinion of me is that I’m the kind of guy that’s okay with spending the morning in your bedroom with you and the afternoon with another girl?  You think that even though you know how things ended for my last relationship?”                
 
                 The hurt laced through his words knocks into me.  
 
   “No…” I start to protest, but the thing is that is exactly what I’ve been thinking and he knows it.  “I just meant that it’s not like I expect any kind of commitment from you.  I have no claim on you.  We aren’t…” I let out a held breath and speak quickly before I chicken out.  “You don’t even want to have sex with me.”  
 
                 Ben shakes his head lightly.  “Is that what you think?”  
 
                 My hands are trembling.  I look down at the floor.  “It doesn’t have to be a big deal… I figured that you were still getting over your ex, or that you aren’t that into me.  Or maybe it’s because we’re roommates and things could get even more uncomfortable…”  My throat closes up.     
 
                  “Jesus Ellie.  How can you possibly be that bad at reading me?”  He rolls his shoulders and brings his face to my level.  He is speaking low and rough and his words rumble through me.  “Just so a few things are clear: Julie’s just a friend.  She borrowed a book for class the other day and she came by here to drop it off.  And I do want to have sex with you.  Badly.”  
 
   “I—I don’t—” 
 
   “You didn’t let me finish.”  His eyes close briefly.  “I do want to have sex with you, but I like you a lot.  A lot.  And I was afraid that what’s happening between us would become one of those strictly friends-with-benefits arrangements, and that’s not what I want.”  He pauses, tucking his hair back behind his ears.  
 
   I feel like I’ve been in a pitch black room and someone just flipped on a light.  I blink, but everything is still blurry and out of focus.  “You don’t?”
 
   Ben moves his head slowly from side to side.  “Maybe you don’t want to have any claim on me but…”
 
                 “But what?” I ask.  My heart is tapping faster now.
 
                 He winces, looks down.  “But nothing.  Never mind.”
 
                 I reach out and touch the tips of his fingers and I say, “Please tell me.”
 
                 “I don’t know…”  He takes a tight breath and holds it in his lungs.  His eyes scan my bedroom like he’s seeking out his thoughts from the shadows. “It’s just that you do.”
 
                 Now I’m the one dragging his chin up so that I can see into those brown eyes.  Ben has gotten embarrassed on me—biting his bottom lip and ducking his head so that his hair blocks his face.  He has one hand splayed on the floor, fingers pressing into the threads of my green rug.  
 
   I lean in.  “What?  It’s just that I do what?” 
 
                 “Have a claim on me,” he whispers.
 
                 Something surges from deep inside of me.  Something that terrifies me.  Something that feels an awful lot like the sun exploding.  
 
   “Oh,” I say.  Just like that.  Like his words didn’t slam me sideways and cause an entire garden of flowers to bloom in my chest.  
 
                 The corners of Ben’s mouth fall.  His eyes are raw, fragile.  From the looks of it, he’s ready to get up and walk out of my room.  Probably for good.  And I don’t blame him.  
 
                 I’m not entirely sure, but I think I might be an idiot when it comes to dealing with guys.
 
                 Ben stands to go and my heart lurches against my ribcage.
 
   I rise to my knees.  “Wait!”  
 
   He stops, his hands resting on his thighs, and turns to me.  His face is a roadmap of strange, crooked lines and I want to follow them all.  
 
   “Ben, I’m a moron, okay?  I like you too.  I like that you have just one dimple instead of two.  And I like the way you can make me laugh about nothing.  I like your uneven eyebrows, and your music, and your scruffy chin.  I like that you can cook actual food—not just macaroni and powdered cheese.  And that you talk about your little brothers and your mom.  I like you like you.  And you were right—I was jealous of that girl this afternoon.  I know it’s stupid, but I was so jealous that I could hardly breathe.”
 
   He moves.  There’s a confused moment—one of reaching and awkward angles and limbs tangling—and then our lips are pressed together and there’s so much heat rippling through the collision that I sway.  
 
   Ben half-carries me backward and lowers me to the bed with his right arm braced behind my shoulders.  I am pulling frantically at his clothes—at the tiny buttons of his shirt and the stubborn zipper of his pants.  He captures my hands and stills them between us.  
 
   “I want to be with you Ellie,” he says pensively, his loose hair tickling my face.  “I—I want you so much that I think I’m going a little bit crazy.”
 
   I arc my back so that our bodies touch everywhere.  He gasps and rolls me over.  
 
   “I want to be with you too.  In every way,” I reply, gently tracing his jaw with the tip of my tongue.
 
   Ben closes his eyes and shudders.  He swallows and I watch the hard movement of his throat.  I kiss him there.  
 
   “Are you sure?” He asks.  “Do you trust me?”
 
   I touch the side of his face.  I kiss him lightly just below his chin.  My voice is a frothy light bubble.  “I trust you.”
 
   And then there are no more words between us—just the sounds of clothes being peeled and tossed to the floor, and gasping breaths, and small noises of pleasure when hands and mouths find new, uncharted places.  Never breaking the rhythm that we’ve fallen into, Ben slides the thin straps of my bra from my shoulder.  He kisses the bare skin there and cups my breasts in his palms.  Wrapping his arm around my back, he lifts me so that he can manipulate the clasp.  I unravel in a series of unintelligible sounds and shivers as he works his mouth over me.   
 
   Pausing, Ben’s eyes close and he inhales through his nose.  He’s holding his weight above me with one hand.  “You are…” He murmurs as he shifts down further, slowly trailing his soft lips over the terrain of my body.  “So beautiful.”  
 
   I answer with a moan.  I am lost and full of wanting at the same time.  He stops at the dip of my stomach to taste my belly button, and I let my eyes flutter closed.  
 
   “I think about this all of the time,” he says breathily against my skin.  “I think about how you taste, and the sounds that you make, and the way that you smell.”
 
   “I—I…”  I try to say something, but no words will form.
 
   Ben chuckles.  “It’s torture.  I can hardly sleep when I’m not next to you.  My brain is so full of you, it’s like there’s not room enough for anything else.”
 
   His kisses continue until my breath is coming so fast, I worry that I’ll start to hyperventilate.
 
   “Ben,” I say, digging my hands into his hair.
 
   He breaks contact for a moment and looks up at me with eyes that are on fire.  I try not to writhe under him.  “Ellie,” he mirrors my tone.  
 
   Reaching sideways, I fumble one-handed with the drawer of my nightstand until I find what I’m looking for.
 
   “You’re positive?”  Ben’s hot misty breath swirls against my skin.
 
   I say nothing.  I just rip open the packet and pull him closer.
 
   When he rocks into me, speaking low into my mouth and cradling my face in his hands, every part of me feels awake and alive. 
 
    
 
    
 
   After, our feet entwined under the covers and my head resting on his bare chest while the dark jagged shadows of my room at night hover, Ben tells me, “I think we should say something to Ainsley and Payton right away.”
 
                 Inwardly, I cringe.  In my contentment, I’ve forgotten about the tiny detail of the girl pact with my other housemates.  I run my index finger over the bumps of his ribs.  “Maybe we should wait a little while longer.  Just until after exams.  That will give them all of winter break to adjust to the idea of it.”  Translation: to get over my hypocrisy.  
 
                 He’s twirling the ends of my hair between his thumb and finger.  “Okay,” he says, pressing his lips to my forehead.  “If that’s what you think is best.  But, I do want to take you on a real date.  And I won’t take no for an answer.”
 
                 I smile into the dark.  “A real date?   Like, where you come to my door with flowers and have to have me home safe by midnight?”
 
                 “Well, I wouldn’t want you to turn into a pumpkin.”
 
   This makes me laugh.  “I think you have the details of the fairytale mixed up, but okaaaay… When would you like to go on this proposed date?”
 
   His arm curls around me, lifting me higher so that my cheek scrapes against the stubbly growth that covers his jaw.  “You take the LSAT on Saturday morning, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Then Saturday night it is.”
 
   I look at him.  “Ainsley will be at that social and Payton mentioned something the other day about going to see a concert with Hedda and Megan, so I don’t think she’ll be home either.”
 
   He touches the tip of my nose lightly.  “Perfect.  I’ll pick you up at your bedroom door and I’ll have something better than flowers for m’lady.”
 
   
 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225746]CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   Hedgehogs Love to Lunch
 
    
 
    
 
   The cool air kicks up around me when the glass door opens.  After that stuffy room of ticking clocks and circular questions, it’s like a flood of water after a long, earth-cracking drought.  I pause to the side of the entryway, slipping into my burgundy jacket and switching my phone ringer back into the on position.  
 
   “There she is!”  I hear a familiar voice. 
 
   “Ellie-bear, over here!”
 
   I spin and scan the bodies moving past, threading out of the building where I’ve just spent the longest three hours of my life.  There, huddled underneath the grey stone archway, backlit by the midday sun, are Mark, Payton and Ainsley.  
 
   I laugh out loud.  My three friends lurch toward me—Ainsley squealing, Mark asking a thousand questions, and Payton pulling my arm.  
 
   “Wait—what in the world are you guys doing here?” 
 
   Payton leans in.  “Well, babe, we came to see how you did on the test.”
 
   “And to take you out to lunch,” Ainsley adds.
 
   “And to bring you this,” Mark says.  He hands me a stuffed animal.
 
   I look down at the small brown fluffy thing in my hands.  “What is this?  Is it…” I turn it over to examine the other side.  “A hedgehog?”  
 
   Mark puts his hands up in the air and rolls his eyes dramatically.  “I, too, am completely baffled by the significance of the hedgehog, but Miss Ainsley here insisted on it instead of something useful like a pocket protector, or a foot warmer, or eyeglass cleaner.”
 
   I’m shaking my head and smiling.  “I don’t even wear glasses.”
 
   Mark’s shoulders lift.  “Still would have been more practical than a fuzzy hedgehog.”
 
   Ainsley sticks out her tongue at him and throws back a lock of blonde hair.  “Mark, I explained before that the hedgehog doesn’t represent anything or serve any logical purpose.  It’s simply cute for the sake of cuteness.”
 
   Mark gives me a see-what-I’ve-been-dealing-with look.
 
   Payton laughs and pulls my arm in the direction of the parking lot.  “Come on,” she says, digging her keys out of her purse.  “I’m completely starved.”
 
   “Me too.”  Mark swings my hand in his.  “I think that we should go to that new Greek place over on Westwood.  The hedgehog says he’s heard they have an excellent baklava.”
 
   Ainsley giggles and slides her sunglasses down her nose.  “Oh Mark, you’re too much.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, how was it?” Payton asks after we’ve ordered our drinks.
 
                 We’re in a courtyard that’s been outfitted with one of those canvas tent coverings so that it can be used even once the weather turns cool.  There are dozens of potted plants of varying heights positioned around the tables.  An elaborate outdoor fountain burbles soothingly in the center of the stone and stucco patio.  Two low-slung brick walls, nearly being swallowed by creeping ivy, curve around both sides of the space like parenthesis.      
 
                 “Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” I say, unfolding a napkin on my lap.  “Don’t get me wrong—my brain is throbbing like it’s just been flattened by a zamboni, but I feel like it could have been worse.”
 
                 Ainsley crinkles her nose.  “What in the world is a zamboni?”
 
                 “It’s one of those machines that resurfaces the ice at a skating rink,” Mark replies matter-of-factly.
 
                 “Ohhhh, okay…”
 
                 “Anyway, back to the test…” Payton redirects, rolling her hand in the air.  She’s wearing three different gaudy rings and a bracelet cuff with a smiling panda bear emblazoned in the center.  “How do you think you did on it?”
 
                 I look up and let out a big breath.  “I won’t know for a few weeks but it felt okay, you know?” I realign my fork and knife so they’re perpendicular to the edge of the table.  “I had some difficulty with one section but overall, I think I did fine.”  This is not entirely true.  I struggled more than I thought that I would.
 
                 “Brian and Pam will be happy,” Payton says, taking a sip from her glass.
 
                 “Totes,” Ainsley chimes in.
 
                 Brian and Pam are my parents—the power-suit-wearing mega lawyers.  
 
   “Well, I care more about what the admission panel at Columbia thinks,” I say tersely, trying not to let my brain linger on how I probably should have been studying last night instead of kissing Ben.  
 
   I smooth out my napkin again and fiddle with my phone.  The waitress arrives with a pad in hand and we order and debate whether or not to get hummus and pita chips for the table.
 
                 Mark decides, swishing his hand out and saying definitively, “I think it’s always a good idea to err on the side of hummus.”  
 
                 Who can argue with that?
 
                 What happens next is that we start talking, and then the dishes of food are brought out until our table is overflowing with Greek cuisine.  We’re passing around the hummus, and the stuffed steamed grape leaves that Ainsley bravely ordered.  I laugh at a story that Payton tells with her mouth half-full.  
 
   When the waitress makes a stop at our table, we ask for a round of ouzo even though it’s the middle of the day and Ainsley has to get ready for the social that she’s going to tonight, and I’ve got my secret date with Ben.  
 
   And we’re happy and triumphant, and for a little while I don’t worry about LSAT questions that I think I missed, or that I should have gotten more sleep last night, or that I am lying to Ainsley and Payton about my sexual escapades.  I don’t think about the fact that I still have to complete a knock-out essay for my Columbia application, or that semester exams start in seventeen days. 
 
                 For a few blissful moments, it seems possible that things can work out.  I imagine getting back an incredible LSAT score, and acing my exams, and getting the summer internship that I want.  In my head, Payton and Ainsley won’t be upset when they find out that I’ve slept with Ben, and Mark might get on board with my romantic life.  And maybe, he’ll go on a second date with Hal Shepherd.  
 
   It could happen.  It really could.
 
                 And this thing with Ben… it could be something.  I find myself thinking about him far too often, which is totally unlike me.  I’ve always been so focused on what’s next—never on the here and now.  And guys haven’t exactly been a priority before.  When I was fifteen and my friends were filling spiral notebooks with doodles of boy’s names, I was taking advanced classes that weren’t even required at my high school, and adding club activities to fluff my resume.   
 
                 Sure, I’ve been on my fair share of dates, but I can’t remember anyone making my heart go topsy turvy like this.  The only person that even came close was Simon Yancey, who had polo shirts in a wide array of My Little Pony colors, and always wore coordinating Sperry’s as if he might encounter a yacht at any moment.  
 
   Simon and I dated for four months, which I suppose is sort of an era by high school standards.  Simon has bragging rights to my virginity—an epic unveiling which lasted all of forty-five seconds and had me wondering what all the fuss was about.
 
                 Things got better in that department in college, but still… no one’s ever gotten under my skin like this before.  I could probably spend hours rewinding each moment that I’ve spent with Ben over and over again.  I could put it on a crazy loop until I can practically taste his determined mouth teasing mine, and feel his long fingers moving against my skin.  
 
                 “Oh my…”  That’s Payton from my left, pulling me back from my runaway thoughts.  “Isn’t that the guy who screwed Ben’s ex?  What’s his name?  David? Dylan?”
 
                 The rest of us direct our attention to where Payton’s looking discreetly over her shoulder.  I spot Drew at one of the smaller tables, sitting close to a slender girl with long dark hair.  She turns her face almost like she senses us watching, and I see that it’s Lily.  
 
   They look pretty cozy for two people that are no longer speaking to each other.    
 
                 “Yep,” I confirm glibly even though my pulse has spiked and all sorts of feelings are crashing around inside of me.  “That’s Drew.  And the girl that’s with him is the infamous ex.  Her name is Lily.”
 
                 Mark’s eyes widen.  He gives me a significant look.  I shake my head lightly, hoping that he’ll take the cue and won’t give me away.
 
                 Ainsley leans her torso over the table and whispers urgently, “Boy, am I glad that Ben didn’t come with us.  Can anyone else say awkward?”
 
                 I twitch.  My fingers curl into my palm.  “You guys invited Ben to come out to lunch with us?”
 
                 Ainsley nods, then her eyes dart away to check on Drew and Lily again.  They’re preparing to leave and have yet to notice the four of us eye-stalking their every move.  “Yeah, but he said he had to get some stuff ready for tonight.  I don’t know if his band has a thing or what.”
 
   My heart flutters and I blush.  Our date is tonight.  I know that Mark is scrutinizing my reaction and that he’ll be full of questions later, but I can’t help the warmth that’s creeping over my features. 
 
   On the other side of the patio, Drew helps Lily into her jacket and passes his arm across her shoulders.  As they walk by our table, Drew does a double-take and stops abruptly.
 
   He points at me and shuts one eye like he’s trying to place me.  “Ellie, right?”
 
   I nod my head twice.  “Hi Drew.  And, Lily, how are you?”
 
   “Sorry, but do I know you?”  She asks, shaking her head a bit.  Her dark hair swishes against her golden skin.  I notice that today she’s wearing another skirt that is so short she must have found it in the toddler section of a department store.  
 
   “Sort of.  I’m Ben’s roommate.  We met that night at the—”
 
   She interrupts me.  “Oh, that’s right.  It was dark and I was distracted.  You know how those things go.  It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   “Actually,” I say, gesturing to Payton and Ainsley.  “All three of us are Ben’s roommates.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that good for you,” she says with a condescending smile.  My stomach flips over and I realize that I hate her.  I hate her because of the way that she hurt Ben, who is so full of love and light.  I hate that she took even one bit of that from him.  And, I hate the smug look on her face.  
 
   Payton angles her head and grins artfully.  “In all honestly, we’re more than Ben’s roommates.  We’re all sleeping with him and, truth be told, the sex is incredible.  Well, I suppose that you would know that already.”  She ends her proclamation with an elusive shrug.
 
   I half-gag on a sip of water.  Ainsley’s blue eyes widen.  Drew’s eyebrows lift about five feet in the air.  Mark claps his hands and laughs raucously.   
 
   Lily looks like she’s ready to throw Payton into the patio fountain, but before she says or does anything, Drew pulls her away from our table and out the door.  
 
   “That was interesting,” Mark manages finally when they’re out of range of hearing.
 
   “You are a terrible person,” I tell Payton, but I don’t really mean it.  I can’t keep the smile off my face.  
 
   She giggles.  “That bitch deserved it.”
 
                 Ainsley’s mouth is pursed into an oval shape.  “Well, she’s definitely an awful human being, but she’s really quite pretty.  I’ll give her that much.”
 
                 Payton scoffs and narrows her eyes.  “I know girls like that.  Trust me.  She’s got venom for blood and a shard of ice where her heart should be.  Plus,” she says as she tosses her head to one side, “I don’t think she’ll age very well.”
 
                 Mark lifts his glass of ouzo in the air.  “Cheers to that!”
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225747]CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Making it on the Milky Way
 
    
 
    
 
   My strategy while getting ready for my date with Ben is not very well-developed because I’m still mystified as to where we’re going.  The only thing he told me was to be ready at six.  An instruction that leaves me conflicted about what clothes to wear.  I don’t know if we’re going to be inside or outside, or if the place he’s taking me to is fancy or casual or somewhere in between.  This is a situation made all the more maddening by the fact that Ben is just one room away from me and has the answers to all of my questions. 
 
   Finally, after staring into my closet for the better part of a century, I decide that wearing a dress seems a tad presumptuous, so I settle on a pair of stretchy jeans, a long-sleeved top with some embellishments around the collar, and my dressiest boots—the ones with the narrow heel and the side zipper.    
 
   Since this is an official date, I’ve opted not do my hair or makeup in the bathroom across the hall, where I run the risk of bumping into Ben.  Instead, I’ve brought all of the necessary primping tools into my bedroom.  As the late afternoon turns my window panes to an incandescent yellow gold, I sit on the floor of my bedroom in front of a long mirror that I’ve propped against the wall.  Methodically, I smooth out my hair with a large paddle brush and my hairdryer until it falls like a silky veil over my shoulders.  Using an angled makeup brush, I put on a sparkly chestnut eyeshadow.  Next, I line the top lids and add an extra coat of mascara to my lashes to brighten up my eyes.
 
   The knock at my door comes a few minutes early.  I turn to the mirror one last time, pressing my lips together to even out my lip gloss.  I’ve chosen a deep red shade because it matches the stitching in the floral detail on my shirt.  Mark would be proud if he could see me now.
 
   I open the door and Ben is there, in the half-light of the hall, all beaming with first date perfection: freshly shaven jaw, broad smile and a bouquet of…
 
   I laugh, incredulous.  “Wait.  Are those gummy bears?”
 
   He looks down at the bizarre creation in his hands.  Shyness bends back his features.  “I noticed that you always seem to have a box of them in your bag, so I thought…  Is it weird?  It’s too weird, isn’t it?”
 
   I take them and bring them to my chest.  “No, it’s… perfect.”  
 
   The corners of his eyes wrinkle and the winning smile is back in place on the bottom half of his face.  “I put them on shish kebob sticks.”
 
   “I can see that,” I answer, examining my gift more closely.  Ben has indeed stuck dozens of colorful gummy bears on thin wooden shish kebob sticks and arranged them in a bed of green tissue paper.  It’s like a bouquet of freshly cut flowers—only better because it’s made of impaled gummy bears.  “I… I love it.  Should I put them in water?”
 
   Ben looks relieved that I’m joking.  His smile turns crooked.  “Maybe maple syrup.  They require an abundance of sugar.”
 
   I giggle.
 
   It’s probably a little strange to go on a secret date with the guy that lives one room over and that you’re having great sex with, but seeing Ben watch me from the doorway as I set down the candy bouquet and grab my jacket and purse, it is undoubtedly what I want. 
 
   He doesn’t say where we’re going even once we’re in the car and winding our way past campus and the strings of houses and shops that border town.
 
   “Can you at least tell me how far away wherever you’re taking me is?” I ask as he turns onto the highway.
 
   “I suppose that I can do that.”  Conciliatorily, the dimple winks at me.  “We’ll be in the car about a half hour.”
 
   I tilt my head back against the headrest.  “And will heights or animal sacrifice be involved on this date in any way, shape, or form?”
 
   He considers this for a few seconds.  “Ellie, are you implying that you draw the line at animal sacrifice on a first date?”
 
   “Ha!  Yes I am.  In fact, I’m doing more than implying.  I’m actually going to come out and declare that animal sacrifice is strictly a fourth date thing.”
 
   “Hmmm…  Then I may need a few minutes to rethink our plans.”
 
   This makes me laugh.  “Come on!  So, you’re really not going to tell me what we’re doing tonight?”
 
   “I’m really not,” Ben says, tucking his hair behind his right ear and shaking his head lightly. “But to take your mind off of the mystery, I’ll play a little game with you.”
 
   I cast a wary glance toward him.  “Okaaaay…”
 
   He picks up his phone and fingers the display screen.  “It’s like a trivia game.  We’ll take turns playing songs from our music libraries and the other person has to guess the name of the track and artist.  Bonus points for album name and year.  The fastest and most accurate player wins.”
 
   “Let me get this straight,” I say, slowly lifting one eyebrow and twisting my mouth.  “You want me to play a music trivia game against you?  Ben, you’re a musician!  That hardly seems like fair to me.”
 
   Ben grins and dips his head.  “I do see your point, but I promise that I’ll start off easy on you Ellie.”
 
   Is it ridiculous that his words make me shiver?  It’s all I can do not to reach over right this minute and grab him.
 
   I clear my throat, trying to regain some control.  I bend my arm on the center console and prop my head with one hand.  “Fine, but one of the ground rules is no classical music can be played.  There’s absolutely no way that I’d ever be able to tell the difference between Mozart’s 8th and 9th concertos.  Deal?”
 
   Ben stops messing with his phone and looks at me.  “Deal.”
 
   Five rounds later I’m thinking that I should have come up with a few more ground rules.  
 
   Unsurprised when he tells me the name of yet another band that I’ve never heard of, I throw my hands up in exasperation.  “I thought you said that you’d take it easy on me!”
 
   Ben laughs.  There’s a crease in the middle of his forehead.  The top three buttons of his shirt are undone and from where I sit I can see the lines of his neck fading into his chest.  
 
   “Actually I said that I’d start off easy on you.  And I did.”  He flicks his turn signal on.  “Who in the hell hasn’t heard of John Prine?”
 
   “Me, apparently.  And I’d be willing to bet lots of other people too.”
 
   “Well, he’s a classic American singer and songwriter.  Now you know who he is, so at least you’ve gained something of value from this experience.”
 
   I chuckle at his sarcastic tone.  “You are positively infuriating.”
 
   “Aww, you like me though.”
 
   “I do.”  As the words come out of my mouth, I realize how deliberate and full of double meaning they sound.  
 
   My cheeks redden and I’m about to say something ironic to deflect the embarrassment coiling tightly in my chest, when I catch the look on Ben’s face.  There’s a strange fire in his eyes and he’s throwing out a smile so wide and brilliant in wattage that I’d like to save it and keep it in my pocket always.    
 
   Ben parks the car and turns to look at me.  I can tell that he’s thinking about what he’s going to say.  
 
   “I think that we’ve already established that I like you too,” he takes a quick breath.  “A lot.”
 
   I smile carefully and hold his gaze.  The air inside of the car seems to heat up.
 
   After a long minute, Ben clears his throat.  “We’ve reached our destination now so…”
 
   I cut my eyes out over the span of black asphalt parking lot to the large concrete building growing from the pavement.  It is an elongated rectangle with columns of blue-black windows by the entrance.  There is a wide textured dome-shaped roof spanning the center of the building that reminds me of the outside rind of a cantaloupe.  
 
   “You brought me to a planetarium?” My voice is dangerously close to an Ainsley-type squeal.  
 
   “Ahhh, yeah.”  He runs his hands along the circumference of the steering wheel.  “You mentioned something about liking space awhile ago.  Once you put your foot down about animal sacrifice, I had to come up with something just as interesting but a little less grotesque.”
 
   “I can’t believe that you remember that I said that.”  I shake my head and push my bangs back away from my eyes.  “I do love space.  I used to beg my mom and dad to take me to the one in D.C. on Saturdays for the afternoon star show.  It was like an entire galaxy to explore all under one roof.”  I take a deep breath and smile.  “This is wonderful.”
 
   Ben is quiet.  Maybe he thinks I’m lame—a space-loving future attorney who dabbles in photography does sound lame.  
 
   He takes my hand and I turn away from the window so that we’re facing each other.  Ben looks directly into my eyes, causing everything inside of me to roll over.  With his fingertips, he reaches out and traces the outline of my mouth.  It feels so good—like a sort of kiss that goes beyond mouths.
 
   I don’t really know what to say.  Saying thank you seems beyond strange and anything else feels like it would break the spell of the moment.  After a few seconds, we both wordlessly open our doors and step into the chilly air. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   At the entrance, we’re met by a beefy lady with thick glasses who rips our tickets and sends us through the doors into the round projection room.  Maneuvering down the aisle, Ben reaches back and takes my hand in his.  He leads me past a family of six and a couple of teenagers to a spot that’s just to the side of center.  These are planetarium seats—the kind of chairs that tilt back so that you can see the entire dome spread out and shimmering with projected night sky stars above you.  In the center of the room is a raised platform.  That’s where the projector is and where the narrator sits during the show.  
 
   We spend a few minutes playing with the newness of the seats and talking in low voices to each other.  Our faces are so close that I can feel his breath light and warm as it tangles with my hair and moves across my lips.  When the lights dim further the entire audience goes quiet and our eyes turn upward.  
 
   Ben is still holding my hand.  His fingers are twisted in mine and his thumb is tracing delicate patterns across the skin of my palm and up over my wrist.  In the darkness, his gentle touch makes my head swim.  I shift my body closer so that my right knee rests against his left one and my head bows toward his shoulder.  Covered by a veil of shadows, his hand finds its way slowly up my arm.  Soundlessly, his lips graze the soft groove on the inside of my elbow.  
 
   My breath catches in my throat.  I feel like I could float away.    
 
   Then a low, male voice comes over the speakers, and the dome screen erupts in glossy light reminding my body to work properly.  When I look over, Ben is leaning back in his chair, attention on the unfolding universe of planets and stars playing out on the screen up above.  
 
   I wonder if I imagined the delicate graze of his lips against my skin, but in a splinter of spangled light, I catch a small knowing smirk playing on his face.  He looks over and away quickly, but it’s enough to cut through me like a jolt of lightning.
 
   Trying to settle my pounding heart, I focus my eyes on the show.  It’s all about the Milky Way—about the hostile environment that created the swirling phosphorescent galaxy, and the solar system, and ultimately, us.  I watch, enthralled, as the cosmos is laid out in brilliant hues of purples and reds and silvers.
 
   Later, we stop at this tiny Italian place between the planetarium and home.  It’s only got one large window at the front.  The walls are painted an awful shade of buttery yellow and the furniture is dingy and worn, but it smells like heaven on earth.
 
   As a short woman, with her graying hair in stiff bob, leads us to a two-top against the far wall, Ben grazes his hand over my lower back and promises in a low whisper that the food is wonderful.    
 
   We get a bottle of cheap red wine to split between us.  It tastes a little vinegary, but neither one of us minds.  It’s such a normal, everyday thing, but I like sitting across from Ben.  As he talks, I watch his mouth move and the way his eyebrows work.   
 
   The waitress who comes to our table is thin and a tad craggy.  With a frown, she serves us baked pasta in huge gaping bowls that look like they could easily feed five people.  The cheese on the top of my food is still steaming so I peel it back and let the pasta cool for a minute before I risk a bite.  
 
   Ben is right about this place.  The quality of the décor and the service doesn’t coincide with the way that my dinner tastes.  I’m already thinking about how much Mark would love to come here.  He’s always complaining that you can’t find real Italian food outside of New York.  Or Italy.  
 
   It doesn’t take long for me to stuff myself to the brim with manicotti.  I set down my fork and lean back in the wooden chair and listen to Ben describe the crazy conductor that he worked under last year.  I laugh a lot and the conversation bends and weaves the way good conversations tend to do.  We talk about everything—from how I think I did on the LSAT, to which was our favorite Power Ranger when we were growing up, to how we both feel about labeling guidelines for genetically modified foods.
 
   Now, as we walk on a narrow cement sidewalk outside the restaurant, we are under a real-life dome of glimmering stars and talk veers back to the planetarium show we saw.  I think about a quote that the narrator used right before the show concluded.  
 
   My head falls back.  My face is turned up to the night. “Do you remember it?”  I ask Ben. 
 
   “I think it was something Carl Sagan said.”  He stops walking and pulls his cell phone from the pocket of his jacket.  
 
   “You’re right.  It was definitely a Carl Sagan quote.  Something about DNA and particles or something like that,” I add, rubbing my hands together for warmth and watching the hazy clouds of my breath fading into the darkness.
 
   “I found it.  We were right about it being Carl Sagan.”  His brown hair drips over his forehead as he reads from his phone.  He is encircled in the flickering light of a dying streetlamp.  “The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our teeth, the iron in our blood, the carbon in our apple pies were made in the interiors of collapsing stars. We are made of starstuff.” 
 
   “Starstuff,” I say, letting the newly discovered word make its way around my mouth so that I can get a feel for it.  I smile to myself.  “I love that.”
 
   Ben reaches over and covers my cold hands with his and lifts them to his mouth.  He warms them with two short bursts of his breath and then rubs my hands between his palms.  His eyes, when they find mine, are like a confession.  “Me too.”  
 
    
 
    
 
   We pull up to the house encased in an absorbing quiet.  Almost apprehensively, Ben walks me inside the empty house.  He’s humming softly.  Slowly, he runs his thumb along the palm of my hand, tracing the chaotic trajectory of lines there.  
 
   Me?  I’m trying my best to breathe properly and not let my full heart boil over.
 
   At my door, Ben’s long fingers brush the loose hairs away from my face.  His gold-flecked eyes move lazily up and down my body.  
 
   “Come inside,” I say, grabbing his shirt and pulling him into my body.  
 
   Stopping me, Ben lifts his hands to the wooden door frame, effectively holding himself outside of my room.  I must make a frustrated sound because Ben chuckles and leans down to kiss me softly on my cheek.  His lips graze the spot where my earlobe meets my jaw.  Losing control of myself, I shiver.
 
   “This is our first date, Ellie,” he whispers harshly.  His mouth is against my skin and I can feel his moist tongue dart out and brush my earlobe.  “I want it to go the way that a first date should.  That includes the traditional first date door drop-off.”  
 
   I step away from him, lifting my eyebrows high on my forehead.  “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   He shakes his head unhurriedly.
 
   I groan and stamp my foot against the wood floor.  Ben laughs.
 
   “This is ridiculous.  I’ve already seen what’s under here,” I say, tracing the waistband of his pants.  
 
   Ben chuckles some more and rolls his eyes.  “Are you going to try to kill me tonight?” 
 
   I blow out a long, exasperated breath.  “Well, what about the traditional first date kiss at the door?”  I ask and innocently bat my eyelashes.  
 
   The smile on his lips as he slips his hand to my neck and pulls me toward him is teasing.  So is the kiss.  Our mouths barely touch, but even so, everything inside of me ignites like I’ve been doused in kerosene and a match has been thrown at me.
 
   Just when I open my mouth for more, Ben takes a step away.  Disappointment crashes into me like ice cold water.  I touch my fingers to my lips and blink my eyes.  Ben laughs again.
 
   “Are you mocking me?”  I challenge.
 
   He tucks his dark hair back and chews the inside of his mouth.  “No, I’m not mocking you at all.  I’m admiring you, Ellie.”  He takes a deep breath and slips his hands into his pockets.  “This is a lot harder than I thought it would be.”
 
   I scrunch my face up.  “What’s harder than you thought it would be?  Going on a date with me?”
 
   “No.  That part is easy.  The hard part is leaving you.”
 
   “Then don’t leave,” I say with a note of defiance in my tone. 
 
   Ben closes his eyes briefly.  “Ellie Glass, you are a dangerous seductress out to ruin all of my good intentions.”
 
   I cock my hip and giggle.  “Damn straight I am.”
 
   We stand like that for a long moment, just staring at each other from opposite sides of my bedroom door.  
 
   His face.  His eyes, and nose, and mouth.  I want to memorize all of the parts of him.
 
   Moving quickly, I step to the closet and find my black bag on the bottom shelf.  I unsnap the plastic clasp at the side and pull out my camera.
 
   Ben comes a few inches closer so that he’s perfectly framed in my bedroom door.
 
   I remove the lens cap and bring the camera to my face, adjusting the focus manually. 
 
   “What are you doing?”  He asks, raising his eyebrows.  
 
   I don’t answer him, but Ben doesn’t retreat when I snap at least a dozen photos.  He crosses his arms across his chest.  A loose hair tumbles across his face but he leaves it.  
 
   When I’ve taken enough, I drop the camera to waist level and smile at him.  “I’m remembering.”
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225748]CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   Baby, it’s Cold Outside
 
    
 
    
 
   Thanksgiving is uneventful as far as Thanksgivings with my family go.  Neither my mother nor my father is one for cooking, even on holidays, so the three of us end up eating at a European styled restaurant in Canal Square.  We sit at a table topped with a crisp white cloth.  I dutifully eat a beet and watercress salad served by a refined man in a tuxedo, and I answer a jillion parental-type questions about the LSAT and my Columbia essay and my plans for the next, oh, dozen years or so. 
 
                 The saving grace of my Thanksgiving dinner is that halfway through the meal, Ben texts me an update from his house.
 
                              Ben: Mom’s boyfriend just dropped the turkey on the floor. Dog having best meal of his life.
 
                               Me: Lol. What did you guys do?
 
                               Ben: What else? Ordered a pizza.
 
                               Me: Haha! I would kill for a slice of pepperoni and mushroom.  I’m not sure I’ll last through dessert.
 
                               Ben: Here’s a thought to get you through.  Try to think of a food that does NOT go well with either chocolate or cheese.  It’s impossible.
 
                               Me: ??
 
                               Ben:  Come on, play along…
 
                               Me: Okay… how about BBQ?
 
                               Ben: BBQ sandwich topped with cheddar is delicious!
 
                                Me: Ha! Peanut butter and jelly?
 
                               Ben: Hmmm… I think you can successfully add chocolate to that combo.
 
    
 
                And we go back and forth like this until my parents take notice and want to know why I’m staring at my phone with a goofy smile plastered on my face.  I brush aside their interest and start talking about law school again.  As always, Columbia does the trick as the ultimate distraction.
 
                 Friday drags.  I do make an effort to be semi-social by meeting up with some high school friends for lunch near Capitol Hill.  In the afternoon I walk around the National Mall and attempt to amuse myself by watching tourists take cheesy photos in front of the pale marble of the Washington Monument.  I take a picture of myself near the Air and Space Museum and send it to Ben.  He responds with a photo of himself practicing on his cello.  But the angle of the shot is bad, and it’s really just half a mouth and a nose.  
 
                 When Saturday rolls around, I’m glad that I already planned to head back to school a day early.  I leave after lunch, and by late afternoon I’m standing in the middle of an empty house with my powder blue rolling suitcase beside me.  
 
   A pair of Payton’s black patent leather flats lay on the floor by the refrigerator like she kicked them off and forgot about them on her way out the door.  Ainsley’s silk-lined winter coat is draped over a hook solemnly waiting for her return.   
 
                 Edging down the hall, I peek into Ben’s room just because I can’t seem to help it.  Maybe I simply want to get the idea of him back.  The blinds are open and diffused amber sunlight skips and shimmers across the floor planks.  On his desk, casting a glow over pages of music notes, I see that he left a small lamp on.  I cross to it, taking in the crumpled shirts and pants shed near the closet like he couldn’t make up his mind what he should take when he was packing, and I lean in to examine the charcoal drawing tacked on the wall over the bed.  It’s of a simple two-storey wood framed house outlined by a thick copse of trees.  I wonder if that is his home in Asheville.     
 
   Flipping off the lamp, I let me eyes fall shut and inhale deeply.  The air smells like him and I breathe it in again.  There’s nothing that I’d like to do more than stand here sniffing like a lovesick fourteen year old for a bit longer, but I resist the urge, and—with a final fleeting look—I head to my own room to unpack.   
 
   An hour later, I’ve abandoned any thoughts of being productive for the rest of the day.  I’m bundled up in a heavy sweater and a beanie, and I’m sitting on a bench in a small park a little more than a block away from the house, where the road dips into a steep hill and the traffic lights thin out into open road and rolling country.  
 
   Here, in this square of space, sinking light bobs in and out of the bare tree limbs, sliding across the pages of the open book in my hands.  It’s a cheesy romance novel that Mark gave me at the beginning of the term and swore that I would love.  The story is typical:  average girl meets mysterious boy but somehow supernatural powers get in the way of their love.  Much teen angst ensues.
 
   Unable to concentrate on the plot or characters, I’m staring out—at two little girls heading home from the playground.  Their hands are engulfed in brightly colored plush gloves.  On the other side of the park, an elderly man is walking his dog up and down the sidewalk.  I send Ben a zoomed-in picture that I snap of the dog, who happens to be wearing a cable-knit sweater and a coordinating hat.
 
   Ben: Nice.  I have a set just like it.  Where are you??
 
   Me: At that small park off Hinsdale.  I think the dog’s owner knows that I took a photo of them.  Now he’s looking over his shoulder and acting all paranoid.  
 
   Ben: Ha! Maybe he’s former intelligence and thinks that you’re an operative sent to take him and the dog down.  Btw, isn’t it a little cold today for the park?
 
   Me: Noooooo.  That’s only if you’re a pansy.  I’m communing with nature and whatnot.
 
   Ben: Of course you are…
 
   As I watch, the sky changes from blue to pink, to a creeping grey.  The tall streetlights across from me waver then catch.  My breath comes out in icy clouds, and despite what I texted Ben about the cold, I’m beginning to feel a damp chill pulse through my fingers.  Just as I move to stand and head for home, my phone vibrates against my hand indicating that I have a new text.
 
   Ben: What do you think about sushi?
 
   I pause, considering.
 
   Me: That depends.  Does cream cheese count as a cheese?  Because if so then sushi’s out.
 
   Ben: Hahaha.  Not what I meant but you’re right.  I was asking if you’d like to get sushi with me.
 
   My frozen fingers hover over the phone screen.  Pale stars are emerging above the roofs of the houses across the street and beyond a patch of nebulous clouds, a sliver of pearly moon winks at me.
 
   Me: Sure.  When?
 
   Ben: Right now.
 
   I stare at my phone and then, so slowly that it’s torturous, I turn from the bench and search the park.  I stop, my eyes settling on a dark shadow at the base of one of the trees that borders the playground.  A sort of fascination takes place of my surprise as Ben steps away from the trees and walks toward me.  He is wearing a dark wool coat and a scarf that covers up the bottom half of his face, but I can see a smile crinkling the outer corners of his eyes.  My heart stalls momentarily and then sputters back to life.  
 
   “W-w-what are you doing here?” I ask, rushing forward.  I feel my cold face break wide open.  
 
   He lifts his arms from his sides and looks around as if he’s about to take off into the air.  
 
   “You said you were at the park communing with the spirit world or something so I thought that I’d stop by and see if you felt like grabbing some sushi with me,” he says like his arrival is no big deal.  “You know, sushi’s pretty spiritual.  Or so I’ve heard.”
 
   I shake my head and roll my eyes playfully.  “You are infuriating! I meant—why are you in town tonight?  I thought you weren’t getting back from Thanksgiving break until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
   With the darkening sky framing him, he laughs.  I feel an answering jolt of electricity course through me.  
 
   “I caught an earlier flight back, Ellie.”
 
   Something deep inside of me stirs.  
 
   “Why?” I ask, taking a step closer.  My pulse amps up another notch.
 
   He pulls the top of the scarf down so that I can see his mouth.  Tilting forward, he lets his forehead rest against mine, ostensibly so that I can get the full effect of his brown-gold eyes up close and personal.  
 
   “Why do you think?”  The corners of his mouth jerk.  “I missed my Xbox something fierce.”  
 
   My heart tightens in self-consciousness.  “Oh.”
 
   Ben slides his hands up my arms. He grins at me wickedly.  “You do know that you are ridiculous, right?” 
 
   I shove his shoulder back.  “Excuse me?  And why am I ridiculous?”  
 
   Grabbing my hips firmly, Ben pulls me against his body.  His lips are so close that I can practically taste them.  I want to taste them.  I need to taste them.  I’m like a dog salivating over a steak.  
 
   “Ellie, I came back early because I was driving everyone around me crazy.  When I wasn’t texting you or talking to you, I was talking about you, and thinking about you, and wondering about you, and well… you get the idea.” Ben arches a dark eyebrow at me.  “My mom finally told me to either change my flight or shut the hell up.  I decided to change my flight.”
 
   So, yeah… that’s probably the best possible answer he could have given me.  
 
   I no longer notice the cold.  My breaths are coming out like quiet gasps and my mind is swirling with Ben’s scent and the feel of his hips pressing into me and the words that he’s just spoken. 
 
   I narrow my eyes.  “So, what you’re saying is that you like me more than your Xbox?” 
 
   With one intoxicating finger, he traces the outline of my lips, then closes his eyes and breathes in deeply.  “Just a little bit.”
 
   That’s it.  I’ve had enough of this talking crap.  I reach my hands up.  I cup his chin and bring his mouth to mine.  
 
   The kiss begins timidly but grows more intense as his tongue parts my lips and his hands make their way under my sweater to the bare skin just below my belly button.  When his mouth moves down my throat and his tongue finds the hollow space just above my collarbone, my knees start to go.  An embarrassingly loud moan escapes me.   
 
   I try to pull away so that I can bury my face in my hands like any properly ashamed girl, but Ben won’t let me.  Chuckling, he tightens his arms around my waist and does it again. 
 
   I let go of a second moan. 
 
   “I’m not going to let you go so easily.  In fact, I think I’d like to see if I can make you do that a third time,” he says quietly.  
 
   I tilt my head so that I can see him properly.  “What about sushi?”  I ask, though I really don’t care about sushi right now.
 
   His eyes travel down my body suggestively.  “Let’s make our order to go,” he says.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, what you’re saying is that you think that you can take me?”  
 
   I square my shoulders, drawing on a confidence that I don’t really feel.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”
 
   Ben tilts his head sideways, letting his arms drop down to my green duvet.  His mouth parts and he flicks his tongue over his lips.  “You know that I won’t take it easy on you?”
 
   The look that he’s giving me, and the fact that he’s doing it from the middle of my bed, makes my heart jump.  I shake my head, playing it as cool as I can manage.  
 
   “I don’t want you to,” I say boldly.
 
   My direct answer seems to please him.  He smiles just enough so that I catch a glimpse of the dimple.  
 
   “Okay, then let’s do this,” He says.  He shifts so that he’s sitting with his back against my pillow.  “Close your eyes and reach inside and…”
 
   I clear my throat melodramatically.  “I think I know what I’m doing.  It’s not like I haven’t done this before.” 
 
   “If that’s how you want to play, then fine with me,” Ben says glibly as he passes over a velvety sack full of Scrabble tiles.  “But, don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”
 
   And twenty minutes later, when he’s kicking my butt all over the Scrabble board and giving me a look that’s too smug for words, I want to pinch myself for not listening.
 
   “You’re enjoying this a little too much,” I say as he lays down another thirty-plus point word.  “How in the world are you so good at Scrabble?”
 
   “My family takes board games pretty seriously.  One time, my mom and my uncle didn’t speak for two months over what we now refer to as, ‘the great Monopoly disaster of 2010.’”  
 
   I laugh.
 
   His smile widens.  “I’m not even joking.  It was pretty vicious.  There were tears and maybe even some blood drawn.  And, I won’t even get into the wars that have been fought and lost in my family over Chutes and Ladders…”
 
   “You are so full of shit,” I say, nudging him with my right elbow.   
 
   “Me?  I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”  He lifts his head.  The smile that crawls over his face is knowing and too superior for my liking.  
 
   “Pfffhhh…”
 
   “I did warn you Ellie,” he insists, winking at me.  “You could surrender the game and this would all be over a lot faster.
 
   I frown, shuffling my tiles in an attempt to make my brain spit out a word from the jumble of vowels in front of me.  “Yeah, just so you know, pompous doesn’t really suit you, Benjamin Hamilton.” 
 
   Ben tips his head back and laughs loudly.  “Well, just so you know, stubbornness is a teeny bit adorable on you, Elizabeth Glass.”
 
   I want to keep a straight face but I can’t.  Letting my hair fall forward over my shoulders, I place the tiles down on the board earning a measly six points.  
 
   “Oh yeah?” I ask.
 
   Ben’s eyebrows pull apart.  His dark irises lock onto mine, and suddenly things don’t seem playful anymore.  
 
   He lifts one hand and touches the side of my face.  “Yeah.”  His splayed fingers push back through my hair.  “In fact, adorable isn’t even a good enough word to describe you, Ellie.”
 
   Pleasure flushes my cheeks.  
 
   Ben leans in to me, so that the tip of his nose brushes the line of my jaw.  I hold my breath.  
 
   “And when you blush like that, it drives me completely crazy,” he says quietly.  He slips his other hand to my hip.
 
   I inhale and push Ben onto his back.  Scrabble game be damned!  
 
   Swinging my legs around, I climb over top of him.  With my thighs straddling his waist, I begin the process of slowly unbuttoning his shirt.  Ben’s eyes smolder as he follows the progress of my fingers.  
 
   I graze my nails under the collar of his shirt and watch, entranced, as his skin breaks into chills.  He closes his eyes, and lifts his lips to mine.  Ungluing me, Ben slides his tongue against the roof of my mouth.  His warm breath seeps inside of me and those strong musician fingers dig into my waist, urging me on.  I press down against the hard denim of his jeans.      
 
   Ben lets his head drop back against the mattress.  “Oh God.  Ellie, either you’re trying to kill me, or this is a ploy so that I don’t finish beating your sorry ass at Scrabble.”
 
   I lean in, letting my moist breath mingle in his hair.  “You figured me out.  I’m an evil mastermind who is currently plotting to usurp your Scrabble throne with my very inappropriate tongue.”
 
   Ben’s eyes go back in his head.  He groans and squeezes me tighter. 
 
   I giggle and kiss his earlobe.  “Do you surrender?”
 
   Cradling my back, Ben flips me so that I’m beneath him.  He licks my lips and drags a finger down the center of my body, pulling the fabric of my sweater as he goes.  “Hell yes.”
 
   His delicious weight has me pinned in place.  When he parts my leg with a knee, I fall away.  The movement of our mouths becomes harder, more frantic.  He works on my clothes.  Then there is a thumb, inching toward my naked breast, moving in tantalizing circles over my bare skin.  With a palm cupped on me, Ben shifts and murmurs something low in my ear.  I don’t understand what he says.  I am lost—on a wave, with his fingers like the warm wind on my skin.
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225749]CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Thong or Bikini Briefs?
 
    
 
    
 
   “Impulsive Indigo for you,” he shoves the bottle into my hand.  “And Perfectly Pink for you,” Mark twists on the couch toward Ainsley.
 
                 “Are you sure?” I ask, turning the bottle over as I inspect the bluish purple nail polish.  “I usually stick with reds or pinks.”
 
                 Mark lifts one eyebrow.  “Well, you’ve seemed so daring and open to new things lately.  I didn’t think you would mind something as trivial as trying a new shade of nail polish.”
 
                 I roll my eyes at the double meaning that Mark’s throwing in my face.  When I’m sure that Ainsley’s not looking, I stick my tongue out at him.  He throws his head back and laughs openly.  
 
                 Payton steps through the door.  She thrusts her bag over the back of the couch in one movement.  Yanking her earbuds from her ears, she slides to the floor at my feet.  Then she reaches for a bottle of nail polish from the plastic bin resting in Mark’s lap.  
 
   “Are we doing nails?”  She asks.   
 
                 “No, we’re solving the world’s energy crisis.”  Mark slaps her hand away and searches through the bottles.  He hands her a color that falls somewhere on the spectrum between pukey green and mud brown.  “This one.”
 
                 Payton contorts her face in a grimace.  “That nail polish looks like liquid poo.”
 
                 Mark’s smile is deceptively sweet.  “I think liquid poo is more commonly called diarrhea.  And, if you want my opinion, I think the color perfectly matches your demeanor.”
 
                 Ainlsey and I laugh, but Payton is not amused.  She abruptly moves her bag and launches herself onto the couch, shoving her hips in between Mark and me unceremoniously.  She grabs the bin from him.  
 
   “I don’t even know why that color exists in nail polish form, or why we own it.  This,” she says, taking out a silvery glitter polish, “is more like it.” 
 
                 Mark sighs and scoots his butt over to make the seating arrangement more manageable.  He pulls on Ainsley’s hand and motions for her to splay her fingers so that he can reach each nail easily.  
 
   “Who thinks that we should order pizza tonight?”  He asks.
 
                 “Mark Temple, you don’t live here,” Payton asserts, finding a long black nail file among the bottles of polish. “So you don’t get a say in what we eat for dinner.”
 
                 I give her one of my looks.  The one that would make Darth Vadar shake in his helmet.  “No Payton, but if you want him to give you a perfect manicure, you’ll shut up and order the man some pizza.”
 
                 “Good point,” Payton laughs.  She pulls out her phone and starts to look up the number for our favorite pizza delivery place.  Her dark bangs fall into her eyes.  “What does everyone want?”
 
                 “Cheese!”  Ainsley chirps.
 
                 “Sundried tomatoes and feta for me.”  That’s Mark.  
 
                 And a new voice: “Pepperoni and mushroom.”
 
                 I look up.  Ben is smiling at me from the door.  He’s got his arms crossed over his chest and he’s leaning sideways against the frame.  
 
   I blush furiously.  He remembered what kind of pizza I like.  
 
                 “That is…” Ben says slowly, dropping his cello case by the hall table and taking a step into the living room.  “If it’s okay with you guys if I crash this cozy little beauty fest, or whatever you call what’s happening here.”
 
                 Mark lifts the pink-tipped nail polish brush in the air.  “You want to go next?”
 
                 “Well, I wouldn’t want to take anyone’s spot, so I think I’ll wait until next time,” Ben says nonchalantly as he falls into the armchair.    
 
   I notice that his hair is back in a messy ponytail and he’s got his sleeves rolled up.  He looks exhausted from three orchestra practices this week and staying up late the last two nights to work on a new song that he’s writing for Accidental Sweet Tea.  The fact that it’s a love song has not gone unnoticed by me.    
 
                 After ordering the pizza, Payton slips her phone back into her bag and looks at Ben with interest.  “Be-en,” she coos, playfully twirling her hair over her index finger.
 
                 He shifts his eyes to her expectantly.  He’s got his elbow bent on the chair and his chin is resting in his hand.
 
                 “Did Nick happen to mention me recently?” Payton asks.
 
                  “Ooooh!  Who’s Nick?”  Ainsley leans forward so that she can see Payton over Mark’s shoulder.
 
                 I turn my head.  “Yeah, who’s Nick?”
 
                 Payton clears her throat.  “Ellie, you remember him.  He’s the hot drummer for Accidental Sweet Tea.”
 
   The drummer?  A memory tugs.  Right.  He’s the redhead who stopped the argument between Ben and Drew the night of the Halloween party.  The one who was dressed like The Incredible Hulk with green paint smeared on one side of his face.  
 
   “Huh.  The redhead?”
 
                 “I prefer the term ‘ginger,’” she says with an elusive shrug.  “But yeah, we bumped into each other on campus the other day and, I don’t know… I thought he would call me by now, but he hasn’t.”  She glances at her cell phone and frowns.
 
                 We all turn to Ben, who looks like he’s just been asked name every single element on the periodic table.  
 
   “Ahhh,” he squirms, wrinkling his nose and looking insanely cute.  “We don’t really talk about that kind of stuff.  It’s sort of a rule of mine after the whole…” his eyes touch me and jerk away quickly. “Well, it’s a rule not to get involved in my friend’s love lives.  It gets way too messy.”
 
                 Payton lets her head fall against the back of the couch.  “God, Ben!  I hope that you realize that you are being no fun at all.  I thought if I wasn’t allowed to sleep with my male roommate, I could at least count on him for a hookup with a hot guy friend every now and then.”
 
                 He laughs and it sounds so good.  The phrase, “music to my ears” comes to mind, but then I think that I’m pathetic for even entertaining the thought.  Pathetic or whipped, and I don’t really want to be either.  
 
   “I don’t know if this helps, but if any of you guys are interested, we’re playing at The Hill a week from Friday.”  He drops his arm and sits up.  “It’s after exams, so unless you’re heading home for winter break early, you should come out.  I’m sure I can get you in the door for free.  Ellie already said that she would come.” 
 
                 I meet his gaze.  Ben told me about the show yesterday.  He wants me to see him play and he wants to tell Payton and Ainsley about us.  Us.  He used that word specifically and I got stuck on it and this weird feeling started rolling around my stomach.  It’s the same feeling that’s creeping back right now.
 
                 Payton’s smile overtakes her face.  “And, you have officially redeemed yourself, Ben.  Getting to see Nick play will be worth the wait.”  She closes her eyes.  “Ahhhh!  Drummers are so insanely hot.”
 
                 Ainsley laughs.  Her first coat is done so it’s my turn.  Obediently, I spread my fingers for Mark.
 
                 “Speaking of love lives,” Ainsley starts.  Her round, blue eyes find mine as she blows delicately on her nails.  “Ellie, now that you don’t have the LSAT as an excuse, we need to vamp up your completely non-existent one.”
 
                 I groan.  This conversation could not have taken a worse turn.  “Seriously you guys, I do not need your input on this.  Really.”
 
                 Mark clucks and Payton sits up, brushing aside her bangs.  “Oh, but I think you do,” she says hotly.  “The last guy you dated was total deadweight and he lasted all of five minutes.  He probably never even got a chance to figure out if you wear a thong or bikini briefs.”
 
   I die.  I mean it.  I die.  My face ignites like it’s been splashed with molten lava. 
 
   I know that Ben and Mark are watching me closely but Payton and Ainsley are distracted by the conversation that they’re still in the middle of.  
 
   Ainsley asks, “Isn’t there someone in one of your classes that you have a thing for?”
 
   “Forget that,” Payton interjects, shooting an inscrutable look at Ainsley.  “We should get you all decked out and hit a club on Thursday night.  You can borrow something of mine.  Preferably a skirt.”
 
                 I’m supposed to go see a movie with Ben on Thursday night.  
 
   Giving Mark my other hand, I deliberately keep my eyes down.  “You’re at least two inches shorter than me, Payton.  Anything that belongs to you would ride up my ass.”
 
                 She waves her hands in the air.  “The more skin the better as far as I’m concerned.”  
 
   “Of course that’s what you think,” Mark interjects.
 
   Payton ignores him.  She narrows her eyes at Ben.  “You know… Ben, maybe you should set her up with one of your hot musician friends.”  She pauses.  “Just as long as it’s not Nick.  He’s all mine.”
 
                 My heart is thumping.  I’m starting to feel sick.
 
   “Really, Payton?” I try to sound disgusted.
 
                 Discreetly, I steal a glance at Ben.  His eyebrows are practically touching his hairline.  
 
   “Well, if you have someone special in mind,” she says gamely.  “Please feel free to say something.”
 
   “It’s not that.”  I shake my head.  “There’s no one special.  I just don’t want to be set up with one of Ben’s scrungy, tattooed musician friends, okay?” 
 
   Payton glances between me and Ben.  “Huh.” 
 
   “I bet Brandon knows someone…”  Ainsley chimes in.
 
                 “You mean, Brandon the Ken doll?” Payton asks dryly.
 
                 Ainsley’s forehead puckers, and the corners of her mouth slump.  “Hey!  I like him a lot and you’ve only met him one time.  Give the guy some slack!  Just because he was wearing pants that you didn’t approve of doesn’t mean that you can bash him.  He’s a really sweet person.”
 
                 “Ainsley, there is no redemption after pleated pants.”
 
                 Mark nods once.  “Amen, sister!”
 
                 And they’re off.  But, I’m not listening.  I’m watching the look on Ben’s face—the doubt that’s molding the corners of his mouth and bleeding into his eyes—and I’m wishing that it wasn’t me that put it there.
 
    
 
    
 
   When I open my eyes, my room is black.  The neon blue display on my digital alarm clock says that it’s after two in the morning.  For a few seconds, as the remnants of my dreams absorb and sleep slides away from me, I don’t understand why I’m awake.  Then I feel the familiar weight of a leg against mine.  
 
                 Ben’s still wearing his clothes—even his shoes—and I wonder how he could have fallen asleep like that.  He must have come into my room sometime in the past two hours because I waited up for him until midnight, finally letting myself drift off during a movie that I’ve seen five times already.
 
                 I touch his hair because I always want to touch his hair, but somehow it seems less like a demand when he’s sleeping.  I run my fingers back through the thick strands and let them fall over his face—over the angular cheekbones and the straight line of his mouth.  
 
                 I didn’t like the way we left things tonight.  The whole scenario of Ainsley and Payton trying to set me up in front of Ben was awkward.  And then, I went and categorically denied having anyone special in life.  To make things worse, I acted like I thought all musicians are disgusting, smelly losers.  Ben’s expression had been one of defeat and something else.  Maybe it was disappointment?  
 
                 I know that should have said something about us.  It was a golden opportunity, and I’m sure that’s how Ben sees things.  Ten words from me to Ainsley and Payton, and everything could be out in the open.  No more sneaking into bedrooms at night.  No more secret kisses in the hallway before anyone else in the house gets up.  
 
                 I don’t know why I didn’t just open my mouth and let the words fall out.  They were there, dangling on the tip of my tongue.
 
                 I probably shouldn’t have put it off, but I did, and now I feel inexplicably guilty.  And I hate feeling guilty.  Especially when I can’t even quite articulate why.
 
   Next to me, he stirs and rolls over, and when his arm comes over my stomach I scoot lower so that my head is cradled just under his chin in the curve of his throat.  As I close my eyes and let my breathing fall back into a slow pattern, I try not to let my mind wander too far.  I’ve done too much thinking already.  But one thought is there in the forefront, impossible to ignore.  It’s like a whisper in my ear.  
 
   Let go.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “How many more?”
 
                 “I’m not sure.”
 
                 “Are we talking ten more or ten thousand?”
 
                 I tilt my head and laugh.  “Probably somewhere in between.”
 
                 We’re in an empty classroom in the music building.  It’s Wednesday afternoon and I have an hour between exams.  I texted Ben and he told me that he was practicing in here.  
 
   Following the directions that he gave me, I walked in when he was right in the middle of a piece.  His head was bent over the neck of the cello and his eyes were closed and he looked all lost and beautiful.
 
   I stood by the door and watched him play for about five minutes before my wonderment dissipated enough for me to scramble to my bag and retrieve my camera.  I got about thirty good shots in before he even noticed me.  Now he’s rolling his eyes and acting stiff and generally being a bad subject.  I take the hint and slip the lens cap back onto my camera.
 
   “Fine,” I say, taking a step toward the front of the classroom.  I slide one strap of my bag off my shoulder and shuffle the contents around until my camera is safely stowed away.  “But, one of these days I want free access to take pictures of you while you’re playing.”
 
   His hands are stilled and he’s looking at me sideways.  “Why?”
 
   I drop into a chair in front of him and shrug.  “Because your face is interesting.”
 
   Ben laughs, openly amused.  “Interesting?  Wow.  You really know how to make a guy feel special.”
 
   I wave my hand.  “Don’t be a jackass.  You know that you’re hot.  You’re a perfect specimen of masculinity by my standards and by those of every single girl that you meet.  I just mean that when you play an instrument you go somewhere else.  You get all these new faces.”  I look up and he’s watching me closely.  His mouth is curling into a crooked smile.  “And, I want to capture them all with my camera.”
 
   After a few silent beats, Ben purses his lips thoughtfully.  “So, you think I’m hot?” 
 
   I bring one of my legs up and tuck it underneath me.  “Ugh!  No.  That was just a figure of speech.  I didn’t want to say anything, but if we’re being honest, you’re hideous.  I can barely stand to look at your chiseled jaw, and your eyes surrounded by those horribly long lashes, and that awful dimple.  It’s such a blight to your face.  And good God, don’t even get me started on your muscular abs.  Gross.”  
 
                 He ducks his head so that his hair falls forward and blocks his face, but I hear him chuckle.  
 
   “You’re not so great yourself,” he says with a wink.
 
   “Why thank you.  I value your opinion.”
 
   He laughs some more.  “You know, the guys have been talking about getting someone to take some professional photos while we play,” he says.
 
                 “I’m not a professional.”
 
                 “No, Ellie, but you’re really good.”  He positions the bow to his cello.  “Maybe you can take some pictures on Friday night.”
 
                 “Friday?”
 
                 His shoulders drop and his expression changes to one of disappointment.  “The show at The Hill?  I thought you said that you were coming.”
 
                 My heart stutters.  “Oh, right.  I’m still coming.  I haven’t forgotten.”
 
                 “Good… because I really want you to be there, Ellie.  You can meet the other guys in the band and get to know that part of my life.  It’s important to me.”  He sighs and slides the bow across the strings so that they make a low groaning sound.  “But if we’re not on the same page, just tell me now.  I don’t think I can…”  His voice fades away.  “Not after what happened with Lily and Drew.  It’ll be too hard.”
 
                 Everything about this conversation has changed in the past ten seconds and I’m not really sure how that happened.  It feels like a thousand tiny bugs are scurrying around in my stomach.  
 
   “We’re on the same page,” I say finally.  “We’re on the same word.”  
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225750]CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   A Long Way Down
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are you wearing?” Payton asks.  She slips a tight black sweater over her lace bra, adjusting first her right breast, then the left one.  Clearly she’s expecting tonight to turn into something special.  
 
                 “Is this vampy look for Nick?”    
 
                 Payton shrugs.  “Oh, will he be at the show tonight?”
 
                 I giggle.  “He is the drummer…”
 
                 She feigns surprise, clasping her right hand over her chest.  “Oh, that’s right! Silly me.  I completely forgot.”
 
                 I throw a pillow at her.  She turns to the jewelry holder on top of her dresser and starts to slip a multitude of rings onto her fingers.    
 
                 I roll onto my back and stare up at the ceiling of her bedroom.  Payton’s got a bunch of those glow-in-the-dark plastic stars splattered up there directly over the bed.  They remind me of the planetarium, which of course gets me thinking about Ben.  And pretty soon my mind is on a one-way track to Swoonsville.
 
                 “Ellie?  Hello?  You in there?”  
 
   Silver fingernails waggle in front of my eyes.  I blink and refocus.  Payton’s face has gone all squished-up with concern.  It’s not a look that she wears often.
 
                 “Uh, yeah,” I say as I sit up and shake the loose thoughts away.  “I’m just spacing out.”
 
                 “You’re sure everything’s okay?”
 
   “It’s just stress over my exams and my Columbia application,” I explain, intentionally keeping my head down.  
 
   When I look up, I can see that Payton’s not buying what I’m selling.  She’s got her arms bent, hands on her hips, and one eyebrow pitched sky-high.  “You seem different lately.”  It’s a statement, but she says it like a question.  
 
   “I told you.  I’m fine.”
 
                 She squints at me.  Her hazel eyes are like needles digging under my skin.  I squirm and finger the threading on the bed comforter.  
 
   “I don’t believe you.  I think it’s a lot more and that you’re keeping secrets” she says. 
 
   Secrets.  My breath wobbles.  Keeping secrets about my love life from my best friends is not something that I aspired to.  It just happened due to the circumstances.  And even though I told Ben that I was going to tell Payton and Ainsley soon, now feels too soon.  I know that they’re going to feel like I betrayed them.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I think you do, but if you don’t want to tell me, that’s okay.  I’m not desperate enough to push you.”  Payton drops her arms and makes her way over to the closet.  With her back to me, she leans against the door frame.  Her feet are crossed at the ankles.  “So, if you won’t tell me what’s really going on with you then you can at least tell me what you’re going to wear tonight.”  
 
   I swallow and shrug lightly, trying to regain a bit of normalcy.  “I’m not sure—probably just jeans or something casual.”
 
   “You mean something boring?”
 
   “Excuse me?  Boring?”
 
   Looking at me over her shoulder, she nods her head once.  “Yes Ellie.  Jeans are fine, but when they become like a uniform, it turns into boring.
 
   Self-consciously, I look down at my jeans.  “I prefer to think of my wardrobe choices as classic.”
 
   Payton rolls her eyes and turns back to the closet.  “I have it on good authority that the majority of hot guys aren’t looking for classic when it comes to a woman’s wardrobe choices.”  
 
   I don’t know whether to laugh or feel ticked off.  “Well, maybe I’m not interested in the majority of hot guys.”  Just one in particular, I think.  And he seems to like my clothes just fine.  
 
   Payton wags her head.  “I’m sure you’re not.”  She pushes the hangers aside one by one until she finds what she’s looking for.  It’s a long-sleeved dress in the color of new spring leaves.  The bust is made of a tight-woven knitted material that falls away to a loose and gauzy skirt with dark stitching around the hem.  Payton cradles it in front of her body like a favorite teddy bear.
 
                 “You want me to wear that dress tonight?”  
 
                 Payton makes a sound that’s somewhere between choking and sighing and thrusts the dress toward me.  “Yes.  I want you to wear this green dress to Ben’s show tonight because it’s always been too long on me so it will be perfect on you.  And I want you to put on earrings and eye liner and lipstick.  I want you to have a vodka and cranberry or two, and in general, I want you to stop overthinking every single thing, and just have some good old-fashioned fun.”
 
                 Rather than irritate Payton further, I take the dress and lay it flat on the bed so that the skirt dangles over the side.  The fabric is cool and smooth.  It has a wide neckline and the sleeves flare out a little at the wrists.  If not for the fact that I take offense to my wardrobe choices being labeled boring, or that I don’t particularly like being handed orders, I would sort of love the dress.   
 
   My phone buzzes alerting me to a new email, and I’m glad for the distraction.  Using my thumb, I scroll to my inbox. 
 
                 “What is it?” Payton asks.  She’s sitting at a small stool in front of a suspended mirror putting deodorant under her arms. 
 
                 A long, silent minute ticks by.
 
                 “My LSAT scores,” I say cooly, giving nothing away yet.  I need a minute to let things soak in.
 
                 Payton puts the deodorant tube down and comes closer.  She’s almost hovering.  “And?”  Her voice is threaded with anticipation.
 
                 I let the hand holding the phone drop to the bed.  I squeeze my eyelids shut.  When I reopen them, the room shifts.  It feels like something is falling away from me.  “Not good.”
 
   Payton takes a visible breath.  “What does ‘not good’ mean Ellie?”
 
   “It means exactly what it sounds like,” I say, the volume of my voice rising.  My brain throbs like it’s been crammed with a spiraling train of dominos and the one on the end has just been knocked down.  “It means that my scores aren’t bad, but they aren’t great either.  Not Columbia great.  Not by a long shot.”
 
   “You can’t know that already.  You can still get into Columbia.  I know that you can.  You’re like a scholastic superstar.”  She sounds so sure of herself.  
 
   I clamp my teeth down and let go of my breath.  “Actually, I can know that already.  Trust me, Payton.  I’ve been working toward Columbia Law for practically my entire life.  I know for a fact what the LSAT requirements are, and I know that these scores aren’t going to cut it.”
 
   She sits on the corner of the bed.  “Well… um, why can’t you just take the test again?”
 
   I know that she’s just trying to help, but it’s like all of these feelings are rushing at me all at once.  Hot tears sting the backs of my eyes.  And, I’m angry—inexplicably angry—with myself, and Columbia, and my parents, and my friends, and Ben.  I want to gather up all of the wasted hours of studying and the anxiety and the years of planning, and drop-kick them down an elevator shaft.
 
   My head thumps against the mattress.  “God, Payton!  It’s not so fucking simple.  The scores are averaged and I don’t have time to retake it and get my complete application sent in by the deadline.  I had one chance!  Exactly one chance and I ruined it.” 
 
   She doesn’t say anything.  She takes my hand and just lets me cry on her bed.  Maybe she understands as well as I do that there’s nothing left to be done.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Somehow, I am dressed and out the door at nine.  The green dress that Payton forced on me is swaying around my thighs.  I’m wearing borrowed jewelry.  My hair is brushed out and curled into soft waves courtesy of Ainsley.  
 
   Mark keeps a tight hold of my arm as we walk toward the brick building off Cedar Avenue.  Payton and Ainsley called him awhile ago and he showed up at the house holding a bottle of vodka in one hand and a box of chocolate cookies in the other.  I enjoyed them both immensely.
 
                 My head is fuzzy and light.  I haven’t eaten anything but the cookies, and my stomach is making rumbling, jerking sounds.  
 
   I laugh stupidly at something Mark says as I hand over my ID to the stoic guy parked in front of the club door.  He checks our names off a list that he’s got on a clipboard and we funnel inside, trying not to step over each other’s feet as we go.  Ainsley looks at me with something that I sort of hate—empathy or pity or something close to that.  She leans in and speaks to Mark but it’s too low for me to hear.
 
                 I push away from both of them and head to the bar. There’s a guy there in low-hanging jeans and a tight shirt.  He’s leering at me like he might try to eat me.  I flip my hair aside and let him get an eyeful as I wait for the bartender to bring over my drink.  Maybe it’s the alcohol pumping through my blood or the dress that’s making me feel this way—bold and sexy.  I have to hand it to Payton because she was right my clothing.  The dress works and I can’t wait for Ben to see me in it.  He’s here somewhere—probably getting ready to go on stage.  
 
                 I turn, searching the place.  Everything is starting to spin.  It’s a feeling that’s all sharp edges and burning.  I take another giant swig of my drink.  
 
                 “Damn girl,” Payton says as she sashays to my side.  “I said to have a vodka and cranberry and try to relax a bit.  I didn’t say to toss back a kiddie pool of the stuff the minute you get in the door.”  
 
                 I giggle and hug her sloppily.  When my mouth is close to her ear I ask, “Have you seen Ben?”
 
                 She pulls back and her dark-lined hazel eyes reach into mine.  “Not since this morning, but I’d take a guess that he’s in the back getting ready.”  
 
                 “Oh.”  I make out the door just to the right of the stage that she glances to.
 
                 “Look, Ainsley and I know that something is going on,” she says.   
 
                 “What are you talking about?”
 
                 Payton rolls her eyes and shakes her head.  “Now isn’t the time to get into this.  Not when you’re like this, but we know that you aren’t being honest with us, and it’s okay, babe.  It’s okay.”
 
                 Her words swish around my head.  Does she mean that she knows about Ben and me?  I scrunch up my nose and Payton laughs.   
 
                 “We’ll talk later.”  She squeezes my arm and makes me promise to wait exactly where I am while she goes to find Mark and Ainsley.  And then she is gone and I am left standing in the middle of all these people feeling like raw electricity.  I down the last of my drink, letting the ice hit my hot lips.  Despite what I told Payton, I decide to go get another drink from the bar.
 
                 An arm stops me.  A voice follows.  “Hey there.”
 
                 I look up and it’s Drew, all striking blue eyes and potent charm wrapped up in a leather jacket.  Even with my brain buzzing, I don’t miss the way he looks up and down my body appreciatively.  
 
   “You,” I say dryly, shaking my arm out of his grasp. 
 
                 He cocks his head and chuckles.  “It’s nice to see you too, Ellie.”
 
                 I take another step back.  “Why are you here?”  There’s venom in my voice.
 
                 “Because it’s a free country and I felt like getting a drink.”  He pushes his hand back through his light hair.  An abundance of gel makes it stick up every which way.  “And because Lily wanted to come see Ben and the rest of the guys play.”
 
                 “Oh,” I say, not liking that answer at all.  Lily is here.  Ben is here.  Ben and Lily are here at the same time.  
 
                 Drew doesn’t say anything else right away.  He looks out over the crowded bar, and when he turns back to me his face is different—softer.  Some of the anger that I was feeling a few seconds ago dissipates.  
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.  It’s not like that between Lily and me.  I mean, not anymore,” he says, blinking his blue eyes.  “Maybe it was.  But, you have to understand that both of us know that we made a mistake.  A huge one.  I hate myself for it every single day.  Lily still loves Ben and so do I.  Both of us have been trying to make things right with him for months now, but he’ll barely speak to either one of us.  We thought that maybe… I don’t know… if we got a chance to talk to him again…”  
 
   Drew shoves his hands into his pockets and hunches his shoulders forward.  It’s a gesture so much like one that Ben would make that I half-believe him even if I don’t like the words that are coming out of his mouth.  Lily still loves Ben.  Loves.
 
   I want to throw-up or get another drink.  I’m not sure which.  
 
   “For God’s sake, they were engaged and now he won’t even answer her phone calls.”
 
   Now I really want to throw up.   
 
   “Did you know that?”  I don’t even know why he bothers asking me that question.  I’m pretty sure he can tell by the shell-shocked expression on my face that I didn’t know that Ben and Lily were engaged.  Engaged.  What. The. Hell.
 
   I close my eyes and suck in a jagged breath.  My heart is pounding.  My head is pounding.  In fact, every single part of me is pounding furiously at the same time.  It’s really a feat of nature that I’m still standing on two feet.  
 
   “Drew, why are you telling me any of this?”
 
   “Because it seemed like you and Ben were friends.  Probably more than friends from the little that I saw that night at the Halloween party at your place.”  He shrugs like none of it matters.  “Or maybe you’re nothing at all to each other, and who knows why I wanted to tell you?  Maybe I don’t even need a reason.  I just thought that you should know.”
 
   “Where’s Lily now?” I hear myself asking in a high-pitched voice that I don’t even recognize as my own.    
 
   He gestures with his chin.  “She went to the back hoping that she’d be able to talk to Ben before he and the guys go on stage.  She wants him to understand the way that things are so that he can start to forgive her.”
 
   I don’t wait to hear more.  Everything about this night is twisted and confused.  
 
   I leave my empty glass on the bar top and let my feet propel me through the crowded space.  Payton’s going to be pissed when she can’t find me, but I don’t care about that right now.  I just need to see Ben.  After this shitty day, I need to know what’s going on.  
 
   I step through the closed door that Payton pointed out to me earlier into a dimly lit narrow hallway.  The walls are lined with dark wood paneling.  There are two doors on my left and three on my right.  The first one I try is locked.  So is the one opposite it.  The handle turns on the next knob and I push the door open.  
 
   Even though I think that I’m prepared for what I’ll find beyond that door, I’m not.  Not by half.
 
   Ben and Lily are standing in the middle of a small room that looks like someone’s office.  There’s a desk and some chairs haphazardly pushed up against the far wall and a large somewhat bizarre ceramic statue of the Three Stooges on a metal shelf in the corner.  I don’t have time to dwell on the strangeness of the statue because Ben’s got his arms wrapped around Lily’s shoulders and he’s talking into her hair.  The scene is so fiercely intimate that I almost gag right then and there.  It feels like my heart has just been shoved out of a tenth-floor window and then trampled by a stampede of giants.  
 
   A snowstorm of emotions slams through me all at once.  I’m a huge gaping hole of a person.  I’m dizzy and out-of-control and losing it.  
 
   Ben looks up.  When he sees me standing in the open door, his beautiful gold-flecked eyes go wide and that perfect of his mouth opens, but nothing comes out of it.  It wouldn’t matter if it did because I can’t hear him now.  I’m already off—down the hall, through the door, and pushing against the sea of bodies crashing into me, pulling me under.  Everything is starting to morph together—the people and the lights are blurring and shifting like a dream and it’s not the alcohol this time.  I’m crying real tears that fog everything up and weigh me down.  I can barely think, but I know that I need to make it out to the black, bleeding night before everything inside of me rises to the surface.  
 
   Wiping my face, I stumble past the bouncer who guards the front door of the bar and I turn a corner.  Ben’s voice is somewhere behind me.  He’s calling my name and he’s using the word please over and over again.  A hundred million pleases but I still won’t look.  Everything is ruined and broken and I just want to get away from it all.
 
   I step toward the street and lift my hand up for a taxi even though there isn’t one in sight.  Ben reaches for my outstretched arm and I knock him away.  He shifts and tries to pull my face back so that I’ll have to look at him.  I don’t want him to see my traitorous tears, so I shove and push and spin.
 
   “Ellie, stop it!  I swear that it’s not what you think.”
 
   That’s it.  I laugh.  His words are too much of a cliché and I can’t handle clichés right now.  Not after getting my disappointing LSAT scores and everything that has gone wrong with this day.  “Oh, you mean to tell me that I didn’t walk in on you and your fiancé in an embrace in the back room?  That’s funny, because that’s what it looked like.”
 
   Ben winces.  He didn’t know that I know and now he does and I can see the regret sliding around his face, altering his features.  “That stuff between me and Lily is ancient history.  You have to understand why I never told you all of it.”  
 
   “Ancient history?  It was a few months ago!  And, no, I don’t have to understand anything you tell me because this,” I point back and forth between us, “is done so let’s not waste each other’s time by hashing out all the gory details.”  I want to take it back almost immediately, but anger and hurt are working tandem on me, pushing me further.  “I’m finished with you.”
 
   Ben grabs my elbows harshly.  He’s backlit by a street light.  “Ellie!”  He sounds almost as worked up as me.  “Will you just listen to me for one minute?  That’s all I’m asking you to do.”  When I don’t respond, he takes a deep breath and releases his hold on my arms.  “I didn’t tell you about Lily because it has nothing to do with us.  What’s happening between you and me is totally separate from all that shit! I didn’t tell you because I knew that it would freak you out and I was afraid, okay?  I was afraid that you would bolt and then I wouldn’t have you in my life.”  He lowers his head so that his eyes are at my level.   “And I want you in my life, Ellie.  I want you in my life so much that I didn’t think things through.”
 
   “Ben…”  I drop my chin, but he pulls it back up with his index finger.  
 
   “Don’t do this.”  He says in a softer voice.  We’re so close that every time he breathes I can feel it on my face.  My skin starts to tingle.  My heart pounds even harder against my breastbone.  “Please don’t do this.  We’re right for each other.  I know it.” 
 
   I blink.  Then I do about the stupidest thing ever.  I kiss him.  I kiss him like I won’t be able to breathe otherwise.  I press against him, and wrap my arms around his neck.  Ben hesitates for a fraction of a second, and then he opens his mouth and lets me inside, and the spinning all around me is centered in one place.  Strong hands go to my waist and pull me in, crushing me to his chest.  It’s like neither of us can get close enough.
 
   And for a few moments I forget and everything is perfect.  But, here’s a sad fact: perfect isn’t meant to be.  When you aim for perfect, you just wind up ruined.  I’m learning that the hard way.  I had all sorts of perfect plans, but look how they turned out. 
 
   There’s goodbye on my lips.  My mouth slows and I feel Ben stiffen and pull away.  He rests his face against my cheek.  His voice is resigned, like he knows my secret thoughts.  “Why?”  
 
   I shake my head.  Tears are burning my eyes.  “It doesn’t matter anymore Ben.  This whole thing isn’t going to work out.  Not in the long run.  We’re going to wind up wanting different things from life and hurting each other even more.”  I swallow a sob and let the words continue to tumble from my lips.  They feel like lies, but I can’t seem to stop them.  “It’s better if we end this before it can blow up in our faces.  Right now we don’t even know each other’s middle names.  If we go further down this road, we’ll end up tearing each other apart.  This way is safer.”
 
   He jerks back and his expression is anguished.  It’s strange how this day started out with so much possibility.  I think about the goodbye kiss on the cheek that Ben gave me this morning before he left for his last exam, and how I pinched his butt as he walked away from my bed.  How did we end up fighting on a dark street outside a bar?  
 
   “Safer?  Why are you saying that?”  His voice is laced with accusation.  “Why can’t you give us a real chance instead of assuming that we’re doomed before we start?  You act like what’s between us is a piece of shit.  It’s not.”
 
   I place my hands on top of his and hold his eyes with mine.  “I know that.”
 
   “Jesus Ellie.  You won’t even tell your friends that you’re with me.  When I bring it up, you act like I’ve asked you to get my name tattooed over your heart or something.  It’s like you’re embarrassed of me.  Why is that?  Is it because I’m not some perfect boyfriend who’s got country club parents and a five-year plan that’s carved in stone?”  He steps away from me and I shiver.  
 
   I shake my head.  “It’s not like that, Ben.  You know that it’s not.” 
 
   “Then what is it like?  Because it feels like you’re ripping my fucking heart out of my chest.”
 
   I taste the salt of my tears.  “Ben, please…”
 
   “Please what?”  When I don’t respond, he keeps going.  “I need you to know that Lily and I are nothing to each other anymore.  She and I are over and done with and it has nothing to do with what’s going on between you and me.  And our engagement?  That was a mistake.  I’ve never felt…” He glances away from me.   “Ellie, I swear that I was telling her goodbye again and she was sad so I hugged her, but if you think that it was more than that you don’t understand. How could I…”
 
   There’s something like sincerity in his voice, but I’m pissed and sad and drunk, and everything from this day is crammed up inside of me to the point where I’m afraid that I’m going to explode.  I don’t want to hear anymore.  I tell him so.  
 
   With his back angled to me, he takes three steps away.  He’s standing in front of a large acrylic sign that displays the city bus schedule.  Before I realize what he’s planning to do, he cocks his arm back and punches the sign so hard that a large dent appears in the center.
 
   “Fuuuuuuck!”
 
   “Ben, no!”  I gasp and grab for his curled hand but he pulls it away and cradles it against his chest.  
 
   He shakes his head and glances over my shoulder.  When I turn to see what’s caught his eye, I see Mark standing in the distance, under a street light, watching us apprehensively. 
 
   “You know what the worst part is?”  Ben whispers.  “I knew that afternoon in the coffee shop.  I knew it.  Somehow, I knew that even though I was already broken, you would find a way to grind me down into nothing.  That’s why I didn’t come over and talk to you, Ellie.  I wanted to.  Damn, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to meet someone so badly before, but I just knew.  And after everything that happened with Lily and Drew, I didn’t think I could handle it.”  His eyes close and a pained frown pinches his forehead.  “And then fate steps in and makes the two of us roommates and… well, I guess that you know the rest.”
 
   “Ben…  I-I don’t know what to say.”  I reach for him, wanting to connect somehow.
 
   “Forget it, Ellie.” Ben moves away from me.  His body quivers.  He stops and turns back.  His nose is pink from the cold, or all of the emotion, or maybe both.  “Phillip,” he says quietly.  “That’s my middle name.”  Then he tightens his jaw, shifts his injured hand and keeps going until he’s around the corner and I can’t see him anymore.
 
   It’s like everything that’s running inside of me is finally catching up and the only thing I’m left with is a big, hollow, empty space where all the good stuff should be.
 
   Mark is staring.  He walks forward until he’s standing directly in front of me.  I think about how he saw this coming and warned me all those weeks ago.  He could gloat right now, but he doesn’t.  He tucks my head into the safety of his chest and hugs me close.  
 
   After a silence that feels bigger than the night, I say, “Mark, what about his hand?  He won’t be able to play guitar tonight.”
 
   Mark squeezes me tighter.  “I know, Ellie-bear,” he murmurs into my hair.  “I know.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, what do you want to do?”  Mark asks gently when the taxi drops us off at my house.  
 
                 I shake my head.  “I don’t know exactly, but I don’t want to be here in case he comes home.  And, I don’t really feel like explaining to Payton and Ainsley why I took off tonight.”
 
                 He nods wordlessly and we walk to my room and finish getting my suitcase together.  I’m glad that I started packing for winter break yesterday because my thundering head and my mixed-up heart are making it difficult for me to think properly.
 
                 It takes us a few minutes to figure out the car situation because after everything I drank, there’s no way that I can drive tonight.
 
                 Mark takes the jangling keys from my hand and heads for the front door.  “I’ll just drive yours so that you’ll have it at my place and can leave for home from there in the morning.  I’m sure that I can figure out getting my car tomorrow.”
 
                 “Okay.”  I fall in step behind him.  “Are you positive?”
 
                 “Yes.  Let’s go.”
 
                 We’re quiet the whole way to Mark’s apartment.  I don’t cry, but I’m close.  My stomach’s churning and complaining, and every time I close my eyes, things start to sway and I think I’m going to hurl.  
 
                 I finally do lose it when we get to the parking lot of Mark’s apartment complex.  I’m puking my guts out over the brittle frozen grass and I’m freezing because I didn’t want to ruin my coat so I took it off.  
 
                 Like a champ, Mark holds my hair while I throw up.  But because he’s Mark, in between rounds he gets back at me by torturing me with stories about the Kardashian sisters because he knows that I can’t stand them.  By unspoken agreement we don’t talk about Ben or what happened.
 
                 When there’s nothing left and my stomach is as empty as every other part of me, Mark helps me shuffle inside and brush my teeth three times and get into an oversized long-sleeved t-shirt and yoga pants.  He scoots me into his bed and then stays there, looming over me and looking hard like he’s trying to figure something out.  
 
                 My head’s still swimming, but I’m not so gone that I don’t start to feel awkward.  “What is it?”
 
                 A line appears on his forehead.  “Are you sure that you’re okay, Ellie?”
 
                 I chuckle.  “Well my mouth still tastes like ass and I think my organs might be lying in the grass out in front of your apartment building, but other than that I’m peachy.”
 
                 Mark shakes his head.  “I meant earlier…”
 
                 I know what he meant, I just don’t know how to answer him.  I close my eyes and wish that everything would stop whirling.  “No.  I’m not fine.  Not at all.  I don’t know when I’ll be fine, if ever.”
 
                 “That’s what I thought.”
 
                 “I ruined things with Ben.”
 
                 “I know.”
 
                 “He’s probably never going to speak to me again.”
 
                 Mark leans down and kisses my forehead.  “Never is a really long time.”
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[bookmark: _Toc350225751]CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   I’m Alright
 
    
 
    
 
   “Chica, you can’t avoid the place forever.”  Mark pushes the frosted glass door with the heel of his hand.  “I need caffeine or I’m going to lose it.  Like, seriously lose it, so you’re going to have to man up and take one for the team.”
 
                 “Fine.”  I step behind him into the warm, bustling space where I’m bombarded by the scent of coffee and the sounds of conversation.  I don’t take a visible breath or grab my heart or anything dramatic like that, but I do feel the sharp sting of memory. 
 
                 Mark sneaks a look over his shoulder as he steps toward the line of people threading out from the barista counter.  “You have to see him every day at home so I don’t think you can rationalize us being deprived of caffeine anymore.  And I’m telling you now that I’m never drinking a cup of that heinous stuff from the cafeteria again.  Ever.  They shouldn’t even be allowed to call that junk coffee.”
 
                 Mark’s right, but it still feels weird for me to be here.  Ever since that first encounter back in October, I’ve been thinking about this place as his coffee shop.  I might have to deal with the real Ben at home but I certainly don’t relish the idea of warring with the ghost of him when I don’t have to.  But, Mark’s right and I know that I’m being ridiculous.  This place has the best coffee in town, and it’s convenient, and I just need to get over myself.
 
                 I sigh.  “Mark, I said it was fine to come here so let’s drop it.”
 
                 Mark’s scrolling through his phone, reading his texts, but he pauses long enough to look at me.  “You are completely full of crap and I think that you know it.  But, if you really don’t want to talk to your bestest friend in the whole wide world about Ben Hamilton and your tragically broken heart, that’s okay.  I get it.  Instead, let’s talk about the way that you’ve been acting for the last six weeks.”
 
                 Six weeks.  That’s how long it’s been since the night that I went to see Ben play at The Hill.  Since I got drunk and stupid and burned everything down.  Winter break was shitty and sad but at least I was able to occupy myself with mailing out law school applications and Christmas and other family obligations.  At least I didn’t have to fall asleep every night trying to distract myself from the fact that he was sleeping one room over, and if I were to take the wall down, our beds would only be about eight feet apart.  Eight measly feet.  
 
                 I can’t say that Ben’s being difficult or trying to make things harder for me.  He isn’t.  He wakes up in the morning and I can hear him shuffling around in his room or the bathroom and then he leaves and doesn’t come home until late.  Usually it’s after I’m in bed and so the only slice of Ben Hamilton that I get each day is the sound of him on the other side of a closed door.
 
                 When I do see him, everything is changed.  I let my eyes skip over the lines of his face, never settling in one place for too long.  He does the same when he sees me.  It’s as if we’ve come to a silent agreement that direct eye contact is not allowed.  
 
   Even without looking too closely, I can tell that Ben is different.  Darker somehow, and disconnected to his surroundings.  His eyes are dim and guarded.  It’s almost like he’s wearing a mask, and I think about how I’m the one that put it there.   
 
   The few times that we’ve been forced into using words, he’s been polite bordering on indifferent.  It’s the indifferent that’s gutting me.  
 
                 “How have I been acting?”  I ask, shifting the scarf off my neck and draping it over the strap of my tote bag.
 
                 Mark’s eyes roll back.  “Ugh—don’t act phony baloney.  You know how you’ve been, Ellie.  Moody, quiet, and annoyingly studious.”
 
                 We both step forward as the line moves.  “I told you that I’m still trying for that summer internship in New York, and if I’m going to get it then I really need to apply myself right now.  Last semester I let myself get distracted and I blew the LSAT because of it.”
 
                 “Whatever.” Mark drops his hand dismissively.  “You already told me that Brian and Pam were fine about the LSAT and Columbia.”
 
                 I shake my head and give him a look.  “Yeah, my parents were surprisingly okay about my lackluster scores, but that doesn’t mean that I’m happy that I flushed my entire future down the toilet.”
 
                 That’s the truth.  And, that, I remind myself is exactly why I shouldn’t devote any more of my time to Ben Hamilton.  I let myself get engrossed with him last semester and look what happened.  
 
                 “Will you stop being such a drama queen?  You applied to a hundred other law schools and I know that you’re going to end up someplace just as awesome as Columbia.”  
 
                 I incline my head.  “I doubt I’ll end up someplace just as awesome.”
 
   Mark rolls his eyes.  “Ellie, I told you weeks ago to scream, shout, or cry, then get over it.  Instead of purging all that negativity, you’ve become a dweller.  And you know that I hate dwellers.  All that sniveling and whining…”
 
   “Thanks Mark.  You make me sound like a cranky toddler.”
 
   “Well, if the shoe fits.”  Mark nudges me with his elbow.  “I just don’t want to see you turn your very last semester of college into some arbitrary self-inflicted punishment, Ellie-bear.”
 
   I close my eyes.  “I know that you’re just trying to help, but I’m fine.  I really am.  And the stuff that happened with Ben is for the best.  We were doomed for a bad ending from the beginning.”  This is the line that I’ve been feeding my sorry self for six weeks and I’m almost to the point where I believe it.  Ben and I were always too different to make it work.  We were destined to choose separate paths.  He’s a musician and I’m an aspiring corporate attorney.  Logic tells me that the two roads never shall meet. 
 
   “Maybe not…”
 
   “Mark, you’re the one who warned me that he was just getting out of a relationship and orbiting a completely different planet than the one that I live on.”
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   I’ve had enough of this conversation.  Just thinking about this stuff twists me inside out.  “No buts.  Let’s just leave it alone.  Ben and I are fine as friends.”
 
   Mark turns away to order but it’s obvious that he still wants to say something.  After we get our cappuccinos and sit down at a small table in the corner, I tell him to spit it out.  
 
   The sides of his mouth are turned down in a thoughtful frown.  “If you and Ben are so fine then what’s with the radio silence?” 
 
   “For your information, we’re not silent.  Did it ever occur to you that maybe we don’t have a lot to say to each other?”
 
   Mark’s eyebrows go up a notch, and I know that he doesn’t believe me.  That’s understandable.  I don’t really believe me either.
 
   “Ellie, I still think you should at least try to talk to him about what happened.  Maybe if—”
 
   I don’t let him finish.  “Maybe we should go back to when you said that it was okay if I didn’t want to discuss Ben.”
 
   “Touché,” he chides as he takes a sip from his cup.  “If we’re banned from talking about your calamitous love life, then you realize that we’re going to have to talk about mine, right?”
 
   Despite myself, I laugh.  “Oh Lord, and the Hal Shepherd saga continues.”
 
   Mark leans across the table and lowers his voice.  “So listen to this…”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I get to my statistics class that afternoon, some guy is in my seat.  I’ve noticed him before.  Aaron or Elliot or something like that.  He raises his hand a lot and I get the impression that he likes the sound of his own voice.  I think he’s a Political Science major.  
 
   Ainsley would call him a “tall drink of water.”  He’s got sun-kissed chestnut hair smoothed back away from his forehead, broad shoulders, and a clean-shaven jaw that surrounds an oval mouth.  He’s wearing an ironed button down paired with a simple sweater.  God, it’s like stumbling into a parent’s wet dream.
 
                 This class doesn’t really have assigned seating, but it’s pretty standard to choose your seat on the first day and stick with it, so I find it a bit odd that he’s lounging in my chair with his ankle cocked casually on one knee.  He’s writing something in a spiral notebook.  
 
                 I look around and decide that I’ll skip the confrontation and grab a seat one row over.  As I pass, the tall drink of water lifts his head and looks directly at me.  
 
                 “I’m in your seat,” he says matter-of-factly, folding his arm over the back of the chair.  
 
                 My forehead crinkles.  I’m not sure whether I should laugh or be annoyed with this guy.  “I can see that,” I say carefully.
 
                 “You were supposed to ask me to move.”
 
                 Now I do laugh.  “I was?  I’m sorry.  I wasn’t aware that I was supposed to be following a predetermined script.”
 
                 He looks a little frustrated.  Deep green eyes move over my face.  “Yes.  You were going to ask me politely for your seat back.  I was going to act confused and apologize profusely and then I was going to introduce myself.  Hopefully by the end of class we’d have plans.”
 
                 It takes me a few seconds to process the meaning behind the words, but when I do, a slow blush climbs up my neck and over my cheeks.
 
   “Plans?”
 
   “Yep.  Plans.”   He smiles and sticks out his hand.  “I’m Evan.”
 
                 I smile back and shake the offered hand.  He has a firm grip that verges on painful.  “I’m Ellie.  Ellie Glass.”
 
                 “I know who you are,” he says with a wink as he picks up his notebook and slides from my chair to a neighboring seat.  “Elizabeth Glass, daughter of Brian and Pam Glass.”
 
                 “How in the world do you know who my parents are?”  Is this guy a stalker or something?
 
                 He shrugs.  “I’ve heard things.  Your parents are kind of a big deal.”
 
                 “I guess,” I reply guardedly.  This is such a strange almost-conversation. 
 
                 Evan gestures to the recently vacated chair with his hand.  He smiles.  “Please play along or I’m going to spend the rest of this class feeling like a wanker.”
 
                 “Who uses the term wanker?”
 
                 The smile grows wider.  “My mom’s British so I’ve picked up a few things here and there.”  He tilts his head.  “Actually I can do a near perfect accent.”
 
                 “That must make it easy to charm the ladies.”
 
                 His eyebrows lift.  “Easy is relative.  I’ll let you know at the end of class.”
 
   I shake my head and sit down and spend the next hour trying my damndest not to glance over at Evan despite the fact that I can feel his eyes grazing the side of my face and occasionally dropping lower.  He really is cute.  I shift in my seat and clear my throat nervously.  
 
   By the end of class, we don’t have plans, but after an unrelenting assault, I did agree to exchange numbers.  Evan put himself in my phone contacts as “Evan the Wanker.”  I’ll admit that it made me laugh.  
 
   Like I do most afternoons when I get home, I drop my bag by the door and head to the refrigerator for a drink.  There’s a strange car in the street in front of the house.  It’s covered in band stickers that I’ve never heard of and I wonder if Payton has finally gotten Ben to bring Nick, his drummer friend, over here.  
 
   The delicate sounds of an acoustic guitar drift to me through the walls and as I pop open a can of soda, I take a tentative step into the hall.  
 
   The music is coming from Ben’s room.  I walk to the door and close my eyes for a moment, listening intently.  
 
   After a few minutes, everything goes flat.  It’s not because of the music.  Ben’s playing is beautiful like always.  I’m all flat inside because I know that he’s on the other side of a closed door and that I’m the one who put him there.  
 
   I can talk about how fine I am all day long and I can flirt with cute, well-dressed guys that say “wanker” and smile at me, but it’s just a substitution for what I really want.  So, why am I so afraid to admit it out loud?
 
   I place my fingers on the door and think about knocking.  I think about knocking so long and so hard that I almost do.  But this is now.  Knocking on Ben’s door was then.  Before I told him we were all wrong and before he realized what a faithless moron I am.
 
   This is my train of thought when I hear a series of sounds that are like cold water being dumped over me—Ben’s words tangled up in the soft notes of a girl’s voice followed by their joint laughter.
 
   I don’t move.  I just stand there and listen at the door like a creeper, trying to get my breathing back to normal.  I hear shuffling and realize that they’re moving toward the door and me.  My heart jackknifes and I jump to my own bedroom door just as the knob twists.  
 
   And then I’m standing in a hall that feels about a hundred feet too narrow with Ben and a girl who is holding a guitar in one hand.  She’s petite and dark with a pixie haircut and large fishbowl blue eyes.  The entire look is so ethereal that I sort of expect to see a pair of fairy wings sprout from her back.  
 
   Ben gruffly introduces the fairy girl as Mia.  I almost feel sorry for Mia because I don’t think she gets how awkward everything is.  Then Ben’s arm brushes against hers and I don’t feel sorry for her anymore.  
 
   Mia explains to me that she’s going to be playing with Accidental Sweet Tea on occasion because the other guitarist is having some family issues and may need to bail on a few of the gigs.  I realize that it would be polite and normal for me to respond to this but I can’t speak just yet.  I only seem capable of nodding and grunting.
 
   Ben is watching me closely.  Throughout the encounter I’ve avoided looking at him but I can sense him staring at me, all swift gathering clouds and darkness.  As I duck into my bedroom with a snort that I hope Mia can translate as my socially awkward version of “nice to meet you,” I shoot a final glance over my shoulder.  Big mistake.  This time I don’t miss Ben’s eyes, and after weeks of no eye contact at all, the collision is so intense that it steals my breath.  It splits the sky apart like a flash heat lightning.
 
   He seems almost as affected as me.  The mask slips and the sun breaks through.  Then, almost before I can make sense of the way his face is rearranging itself, his brown eyes go dark, and his mouth draws tight, and we each pull away—Ben to the living room and me to my bedroom.  
 
   Once I’m safely inside my hidey-hole—sheltered from the storm—I lean my head back against the closed door and take a deep, calming breath.  Then I do what any faithless moron would do.  I text “Evan the Wanker” and I make plans.  
 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225752]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Still Here
 
    
 
    
 
   Evan shows up with flowers.  Not gummy bears or jelly beans or cotton candy.  Flowers.  Long stemmed pink roses dotted with a few sprigs of airy baby’s breath.  
 
   The gesture is sweet and romantic and I can tell that Evan is waiting for me to swoon or giddily jump into his arms like a normal girl, but all I can manage is a stuttering thank you and a shaky smile.  It’s hardly a convincing performance and he seems disappointed.  I’m hoping that he chalks my behavior up to first date nerves.  
 
   We stand there for a few moments—him on one side of the door, me on the other.  It’s awkward.  
 
   “Water,” he says.
 
   Huh?
 
   “For the flowers,” he continues, rolling his hands impatiently.
 
   “Oh,” I mumble.  I am an idiot.  
 
   Evan follows me inside.  I have to stop and think.  Where would I find a vase?  The kitchen?  Under the sink?  The top shelf of the pantry?  I’m trying to remember where Ainsley put this kind of stuff when we were moving in.  
 
   I strike out the first two times, but the third place I look—the cabinet above the refrigerator—I find a vase. 
 
                 From the other side of the half-wall, Evan watches me pull the glass vase down and undo the stiff paper that’s tightly wrapped around the bottom of the flower arrangement.  When I get out the scissors to clip the bottoms of the stems, he turns from me and steps into the living room, casually touching things as he takes in his surroundings.  He stoops to peer at the photo of Payton, Ainsley, Hannah, and me taken the day after we moved into the house.   He touches the DVDs on the shelf by the television.
 
   No one’s home but I don’t like the feeling of being here with Evan, or the way that his finger traces over the stack of music books that Ben left on the coffee table.  I quickly finish with the flowers and grab my coat, indicating that I’m ready. 
 
   At the restaurant that he takes me to, Evan tells me that he’s deciding between grad school and the real world for next year.  He wants to be a political consultant or a lobbyist.  When I ask him which side of the political arena he’s on, he shrugs noncommittally, and says that it depends on who’s cutting the check. 
 
   Evan likes to lean back in his chair while he talks.
 
   He uses words like particularly and diction and amplify.
 
   He played lacrosse in high school and spent a semester abroad in Spain his sophomore year.  
 
   Like me, he has no brothers and sisters.
 
   He wears a wristwatch.  A gold one.
 
   His face is open and he smiles easily, showing off a mouthful of perfect white teeth.  So perfect, that as dinner progresses, I start to wonder obsessively if he’s had any cosmetic dental work done. 
 
   “That’s interesting,” he says.  We’ve been talking about our classes.  Interesting is hardly the word that I would use to describe the conversation.  So far he’s asked about law school and my parents—though he already seems to know quite a bit about them.  
 
   I clumsily stab my meal with chopsticks.  We’re at a pan-asian restaurant that Evan’s fraternity brother recommended.  “So… uhhhh… what do your parent’s do?”  
 
   He shifts.  His voice changes.  It gets deeper, more adult.  “My father is a financial advisor with Bergen and Stone.  Have you heard of them?”
 
   I shake my head.  “No.”
 
   Evan dismissively shrugs.  “Oh, they’re a fairly prestigious firm out of Chicago, so I thought maybe you would have.”  He’s still using the new voice.  “My mother is a dentist.”
 
   Ahhhh.  So that explains the teeth.
 
   Evan must misinterpret my expression because he arches one eyebrow and says quickly, “She runs a very large practice.  It’s the best and most lucrative in our area.”
 
                 Okaaaay….
 
                 I swallow my food.  “That’s great.  I’ve actually been admiring how straight and white your teeth are all night.” 
 
                 Evan barks a laugh and then runs his index finger quickly back and forth over his front teeth.  He leans back in his chair and begins to tell me all the places that he’d like to travel to.  He really does like to hear himself talk. 
 
                 I’m hollow.  Full of echoes.  Floating.  Fragmented.  Outside my skin.  All the pieces of me drifting lazily over the table.  
 
   Evan orders dessert and keeps talking.  He doesn’t see that I’m elsewhere.  He reaches over and brushes the fingers of my right hand and smiles.  
 
                 Despite how hard I try to push them away, I can’t keep my thoughts of Ben at bay.  They fill me with weightless air—suspend me—but Evan still hasn’t noticed.  He continues the conversation with himself.  He’s good at it.  I suppose that’s why he wants to go into politics.
 
   He drives me home and he opens the car door for me and walks beside me up the steps.  His hand is resting on the small of my back.  I can tell that he wants me to invite him inside.  I can see it in the way that he’s standing—half against me, half away—the warmth from his body tugging at my skin.  He smells musky—like the expensive cologne that my dad wears.  
 
   He touches my hand.  His mouth parts and his tongue darts across his bottom lip.  I think about how easy it will be.  How I can fall into those green eyes and maybe I’ll find an endless forest to get lost in, or a patch of stars, or maybe nothing at all.   
 
                 I want easy.  I want to blot everything and everyone out.  I want this to be over.  I want Evan to kiss away the memories of dust and make me forget.  I’m going for a crash landing.  I’m going for oblivion.  
 
   So, when he leans in, I let him.
 
                 I let him lift my chin and I let him cover my mouth with his.  I let him run his hand down my side to the indentation of my waist.  I let him pull my tongue into his mouth and reach his other arm around my back and fondle my bare skin.  
 
   I try to fall—to keep my eyes closed and surrender to the sensation.  I try to lose myself to the feel of him.  
 
   I pull him toward me.  I push my fingers into his hair.  He has good hair I think.  His mouth is nicely formed.  He’s smart and driven, and my parents would approve.    
 
   I squeeze my eyes tighter.  I take in a strained breath through my nose.  I open up my mouth a little wider.  But, the taste is bitter and we never do make it through the front door.
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time I’ve washed the makeup off my face and have changed into a pair of loose flannel pants and a sweatshirt, it’s after midnight.  Payton crawled home a few minutes ago.  
 
   No, seriously.  
 
   She literally crawled through the front door with her hands on the ground in front of her, wheezing like a gorilla.  Her friend Dominic tells me that she’d had six lemon drops in a row.  In light of the revelation, I’m sort of impressed that she can still manage to crawl.
 
   I help her undress and get into the bed, and then I place a glass of water on the small table next to her just in case she wakes up thirsty.  
 
   I keep her door cracked and decide to find something on TV and make myself a bag of popcorn and a hot chocolate to get rid of the feel of this entire night.  Going out with Evan was a mistake.  That much is clear to me now.  
 
                 I’m in the kitchen pouring the contents of the hot chocolate packet into a mug when Ben gets home.  He pauses when he sees me and I think that he’s going to blow me off and disappear into his room, but on that count, I’m surprised.  He looks to the television and then back to me and utters one word: “Goonies?”
 
                 And it’s like a white flag waving in the breeze.  A truce.  
 
                 I smile.  “What can I say?  It was on and I guess I’m a sucker for bad eighties movies.”
 
   Ben doesn’t say anything.  He comes up behind me in the kitchen and pulls a second mug off the dish drying rack.  He sets it down next to mine like we do this all of the time.
 
   In response, I get another packet of hot chocolate mix out of the box.  I look up, and he’s peering down at me with those dark eyes of his, a small grin pulling up the sides of his mouth.  
 
   Ignoring the flutter in my stomach, I take a deep breath.  We can do this.  Ben and I can be roommates who share hot chocolate.
 
   The microwave dings.  He removes the bag of popcorn and bounces it back and forth between his hands before opening the top and dumping the contents into a large plastic bowl.  He asks me if he should add salt.
 
   “That works,” I say, though it’s not really an answer.
 
   When the hot chocolates are made and the popcorn is salted, we plonk ourselves down on the couch to watch the movie.  It was already halfway through when I turned the television on, but we’ve both seen this one before so it doesn’t really matter.
 
   This might be a good time to talk about what happened that night six weeks ago.  To talk about memories and regret and the indeterminable why of it all, but that’s not what we do.  We watch the movie and for the first time in weeks, I feel like I can breathe.
 
    
 
    
 
   Before the end of the movie, I fall asleep.
 
   Then I wake up.  And, it’s not the purple-hued light of the house at three in the morning that has woken me, or the sound of Payton stumbling into the bathroom.  It’s a hand.
 
                 A single hand.
 
                 So innocuous.
 
                 I feel it before my eyes blink open.  A slight weight on my hip.  A current of electricity running through me, reshaping the air that I breathe.  It takes only a second for me to process what it is—to rearrange the spaces in my head around the feel of his fingers on my body. 
 
                 Ben fell asleep watching the movie too.  Though, unlike me—flopped sideways with my hand flung over my face—he’s still upright on the couch with his feet on the wood floor.  Only his closed eyes and his head, drifting back over the cushions, give him away.  And his hand.  It rests, palm-down, fingers splayed open, lightly on my hip.  
 
                 I try to remain still but he must sense the movement, because his fingers tighten, then relax on my skin.  I turn over and the hand rolls with me, sliding over the bare surface of my stomach.
 
   Everything about the moment is in slow motion.  It’s like the molecules in the atmosphere have slowed down just so that Ben and I can have this handful of seconds for a bit longer.  I savor the feel of his fingers dragging over my skin, brushing across my bellybutton.  I hear him suck in his breath and I look up.               
 
   Muted light from the television plays over his face, making new shadows, blue and silver, that run along his narrow nose and straight mouth to the hollow at the base of his neck.  He’s staring down at me with hooded eyes, lazily blinking away clouds.  
 
                 I could go back to sleep, or I could stand up and walk into my bedroom and close the door.  I could do a lot of things.  But what I actually do it this: I lift my hand and push aside the rumpled dark hair that has fallen over his cheeks.  
 
                 And everything is different.  It’s changed somehow in the moments between sleeping and waking.  
 
                 “Hi,” he says softly.
 
                 “Hi,” I echo, my voice just as airy as his.
 
                 He shifts closer.  “Hi.”
 
                 The mask is gone—thrown off.  Discarded.  And I know that he is going to kiss me.  I can see it all playing out in his eyes.  
 
                 This time I’m not looking for oblivion.  I don’t want to get lost.  I want to be found. 
 
                 With my eyes open, I move closer.  Ben moves also.  His head tilts.  So does mine.  And I think about that art project we did in kindergarten where you drizzle paint on a piece of paper and then fold it in half and smush the sides together.  Symmetry.    That’s what Ms. Simon had called it.  
 
                 Symmetry. 
 
                 I’m so focused that at first I don’t recognize the sound of my own name.  Then she calls it again, scratchy and weak.  
 
                 Ben’s forehead creases and he looks over his shoulder into the dark hall.
 
                 I close my eyes and take a breath.  “Payton,” I whisper to him.  “She needs me.”
 
   If this were a movie then things would go like this: I’d help Payton flop back into her bed, and I’d stay with her until she falls asleep, and then I’d go back to the living room and find Ben waiting up for me.  We’d laugh and then we’d pick up right where we left off.  
 
                 But, this isn’t a movie and that’s not how things go.  I end up falling asleep sideways across Payton’s bed and I don’t wake up until many hours later.  A crunchy streak of dried drool runs down my left cheek and my hair is going a million different directions, like an exploded firework.   
 
   Ben isn’t waiting for me on the couch.  He’s not even home.  
 
                 And, I think as I eat a piece of toast coated in peanut butter and honey, maybe the things that happened in the early hours of the morning were part of a dream, or the kind of magic that vanishes in the light of day.
 
                 I get dressed and make plans with Mark.  Stepping outside the house, I see that the afternoon sky is filling with billowing grey clouds.  The biting wind shifts toward me.  I pull my hood up around my face and glance up at the sky again.  This time, when I look, I see that the clouds mean snow.  


[bookmark: _Toc350225753]CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   The Chunky Monkey’s Out of the Pint
 
    
 
    
 
   I still have questions.
 
                 Lots of them.
 
                 I’m guessing that Ben does too.
 
                 We’ve been dancing around each other all week.  Not friendly exactly, but not indifferent either.  So, that’s something.              
 
                 On Monday, while I was eating breakfast over the kitchen sink with crumbles of strawberry frosted pop-tart on my bottom lip, he passed by.  Instead of keeping his head down, eyes on the floor, he smiled and waved to me before pulling his coat on and heading out the front door.  It wasn’t much, but it was a definite improvement from six weeks of acting like I don’t exist.
 
                 He ate dinner with us Tuesday night.  Ainsley had a hankering for Chinese and mentioned it to him when he walked in from band practice.  I thought he’d shrug off, but he stopped, tucked his hair behind his ears, and asked her to order him Kung Pao Chicken with extra fried rice. 
 
                 By Wednesday, we were up to a real conversation.  Sure, it was about a stupid cat video that went viral on the internet.  But, it was a conversation with sentences made up from a collection of words.  Actual words.  Maybe they weren’t the right ones.  I didn’t say: hey, what’s with you being engaged and not telling me?  And he didn’t reply with: why did you push me away?  But, we watched the video on my laptop and we laughed.  Then, we watched it again.  
 
   Not too long ago, a ten minute discussion about a cat video would have felt like wasted small talk, but today it feels like progress.
 
   Thursday I find a flyer for a photography exhibit slipped under my door.  Unsolicited submissions welcome it says in typewriter font across the bottom.  I know that it’s from Ben, and that knowledge sends a tingling sensation down my spine.
 
   Still, there’s been no acknowledgement of the kiss-that-wasn’t.  I’ve been tempted to corner him and ask him about it, but what would I even say?  Oh, hey!  Funny bumping into you here.  I’ve been meaning to ask you…  Were you going to kiss me the other night?  
 
   Thinking about that night causes me to start thinking about Ben’s lips and the way that they curl in the corners when he thinks something is funny.  And about how they feel on my mouth, guiding my tongue out, sliding down my neck, and over my—
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be studying?” Payton asks, snapping me back to reality.  She’s holding the remote control in front of her chest like a light saber.  Last weekend she got bright, platinum blonde streaks added to her bangs and I’m still adjusting to the change.
 
   “I am studying,” I say, glancing down at the laptop resting on my knees.
 
   Ainsley pipes up.  “Ellie, you’ve been staring out the window for the last thirty minutes with a strange look on your face.”  She’s on her back with her legs propped up on the couch.  There’s an open magazine face down on her stomach.  “You looked like this.”  She contorts her features.
 
   “So, I looked like I have leprosy or some irreversible distortion of my facial muscles?”
 
   Ainsley laughs.  “No, you just looked… sad or something.” 
 
   I let my head fall forward so that my hair makes a sort of curtain to mask my eyes.  “I was thinking about stuff,” I say glibly.
 
   “About a boy?” She asks, craning her neck around.  She and Payton exchange a look.  It’s a look that I don’t like.
 
   Choosing to ignore the question and whatever else is going on here, I turn my attention to the television.  “So, what are we watching?”
 
   Payton shrugs.  “I’m searching for something ridiculous and mind-numbing.  Those are the only parameters.”  She glances at me.  “But, you didn’t answer Ainsley’s question.  Are you having boy problems?”
 
   I shake my head.  “No boy problems.  My date with Evan was just ‘meh,’ you know?  I told him that I didn’t think we should go out again.  No boys, therefore no boy problems.”
 
   Little lines appear on Payton’s forehead.  “We didn’t mean Evan.  We meant Ben.”
 
                 It’s funny really.  How the air in the room stills.  How all sound ceases.  How I look at my friends and realize that I’m the last one in on the joke.  
 
                 “I—I—ah—” I sputter, still trying to figure out what the hell just happened.
 
                 They look at each other crack up.  Ainsley’s shoulders are shaking and Payton is laughing so hard that tears are dripping from her eyes.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Payton says, sucking in a breath and wiping her face.  “But, your face…”
 
                 “How did you guys…”  I’m still floored.  “H-how did you know about Ben?”
 
                 Payton lifts one eyebrow and gives me this glare like she can’t believe that I’d have the nerve to ask such an absurd question.  “Come on Ellie.  You are about as terrible at being sneaky as we are good at being clued in.”
 
                 “And these walls are paper thin,” Ainsley adds with a grin.
 
                 When I grasp her meaning, I turn a new shade of scarlet.
 
                 “I—I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to lie to you two,” I defend.  “It’s just that I made you guys promise to stay away from him, and then I… well, I guess you sort of know what a stellar job I did at enforcing that rule.”  I close my eyes and take a steadying breath.  “I am officially the worst roommate.  Ever.”
 
   Ainsley sits up, letting the magazine spill to the floor.  “Ellie, stop right now.  We don’t really care about the stupid ‘no sex’ rule.  Well, maybe we did for about five minutes. But, then it was fine.  At first, I think we both thought it was a fling or no big deal, but then after break…  I guess what I’m saying is…” she pauses and looks at Payton, “What we are trying to figure out is… what happened between you guys?”
 
   “Am I that obvious?”
 
   Payton smirks.  “Jesus, girl.  You could put a thirteen year old girl to shame with the amount of angst that you’ve been emitting since we got back from break.  Ben too.”
 
   I sigh.  “Everything is so messed up.”
 
   “Obviously,” Ainsley chirps.  “Now, tell us the story.”
 
   So I do.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s strange after all the time I spent trying to keep my secrets from Payton and Ainsley, to be sitting here on the floor, spilling my guts out in between bites of Chunky Monkey.  That’s right.  Chunky Monkey.  Payton pulled a pint out of the freezer ten minutes into my telling of the Ben Hamilton chronicles.  She claimed that for this level of drama we needed the “big guns.”
 
    “So, you’ve barely spoken since that night we all went to The Hill?”  Ainsley asks, licking the spoon.
 
   I nod.  
 
   Payton speaks.  “Except for the almost-kiss last weekend.”
 
   I nod again.  “Right.  Except for the almost-kiss.”
 
   Payton’s eyelids lower.  “Yeah, the almost-kiss sounds pretty goddamn sexy.  And I’m sorry about that.  If I had known that I was interrupting I would have suffered through my drunkenness in complete silence.”
 
   The serious look on her face has me chuckling.  “It’s okay Payton.  You had no idea and I know that you would have done the same for me.  Kiss or no kiss.”
 
   Ainsley takes another bite of ice cream.  She shares a look with Payton.  “And I think we’re both sorry that we called you out for not dating enough in front of Ben.”
 
   Payton nods.  “We thought if we brought it up and made things awkward, you would come clean.”
 
   I chuckle.  “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
   Ainsley inclines her head.  “You know what I didn’t see coming?”
 
   Payton and I both shake our heads.
 
   Ainsley’s eyes widen.  “The engagement.  I had no idea.  It’s kinda like we’re living through an episode of One Life to Live.”
 
   “I think that show was cancelled,” I say, grabbing the ice cream container from her.
 
   “Naw…” Payton intones.  “You’re confusing One Life to Live with All My Children.  But whatever.  This is not a conversation about soap operas.  Let’s focus on the fact that, in the not-so-distant past, our roommate, Ben Hamilton, was planning to spend the rest of his life with one person.  He wanted to get freaking married.  How insane is that?  Married sounds like something parents do—not hot-ass young musicians.”
 
   Married.  I let the word bounce around my head for a bit.  Then, I anchor it down and examine it.
 
   I’m starting to get why Ben didn’t tell me that he and Lily were engaged. I don’t like his reasoning, but I’m starting to understand it.  He said that he didn’t tell me about the engagement because he knew that I’d freak out.  And, he was absolutely right.  I did freak out.
 
   I freaked out and I ran away without asking any of the right questions.
 
   Ainsley looks at me.  “Ellie, you said that you believe Ben was telling the truth and nothing happened that night between him and Lily, right?”
 
   The memory of stumbling in on them with their hands on each other slays me, but I do think Ben was being honest with me and it never went any further.  I nod my head.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Then, the real question is: are you mad at Ben because you didn’t know that he wanted to marry someone before he met you, or are you mad because it wasn’t you that he wanted to marry?”
 
                 I wish that I could say that there are a million possible ways to answer that question honestly.  But really, there’s only one.
 
                 I throw my head back and sigh loudly.
 
                 Insecurity is like a net, and I let it catch me.
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   The Roommate Trap
 
    
 
    
 
   “So guess what?”  
 
                 I glance up.  Mark’s sitting across the table from me grinning wickedly.  I know that grin.  I don’t like that grin.  
 
                 “What?” I ask warily.  We’re eating lunch at a small deli across the street from Lipton Hall, where we both have our next class.  
 
                 “Yesterday, while you were on the phone with your mother, going over the insanely boring details of that summer internship thingy, Ainsley, Payton, and I were talking—”
 
                 “Stop right there!”  I interrupt.  This can’t be going anywhere good.  For nearly a week, my three best friends have been driving me crazy with their wonky schemes to get Ben and me back together.   “I never should have told those two about Ben.  Now, you guys have joined forces and made it your mission in life to embarrass me.  It’s like I’m in a re-imagined version of some crappy movie like The Parent Trap.”
 
                 Mark rolls his eyes.  “First of all, you didn’t tell Payton and Ainsley about Ben.  They already knew, so spare me.  Secondly, that is a really good movie, Ellie.”
 
                 I smile and bow my head.  “Fair enough.  I know you’re going to do it anyway, so you might as well spill it.  What’s the latest strategy?  Plastic surgery?  Piercings?  Am I supposed to send Ben a strip-o-gram?”  
 
                 Mark puts his hands up.  His eyes are wide and amused.  “Hey!  That was Payton’s idea, not mine.”
 
                 I laugh.
 
                 “Anyway, I want to be clear that this proposition is reasonable and doesn’t involve you taking any of your clothes off.  That is, unless you want to.”  He winks.              
 
   I roll my hands and tip my head, indicating that he should get on with it.
 
                 “Well…  Payton said that Ben mentioned to her in passing that his band is playing at The Blind Bear on Saturday night.  And, he indicated that it would be cool if you all went.”
 
                 My stomach drops.  The last time I went to see Ben’s band play ended up in disaster.  “I don’t know…”      
 
                 Mark puts his hand on top of mine.  “You have to take a chance sometime Ellie-bear.  I don’t want you to live the rest of your life with this regret.”
 
   I close my eyes.  It’s the regret that gets me.   
 
   Regret.  It’s a lot like hunger—clawing you from the inside out.  
 
                 Henry David Thoreau said: “Never look back unless you’re going that way.”  Smart words—right?  My dad has it engraved on a paperweight that sits on his desk, and I chose it as my senior quote for my high school year book.  Don’t look back.  No regrets.  It’s a good motto to live by.  Until you have a stack full of regrets on your night side table.  Then, looking back seems like the only honest thing to do.  
 
                 The more I let myself think about Ben, the more I realize how badly I screwed up.  I should have given him the chance to explain.  I should have trusted him when it came to Lily. 
 
   Instead, I stuck my fingers in my ears like a little kid.  I hummed and stomped my feet because I was scared of the way that Ben made me feel—of what he made me feel.  I was terrified by the hugeness of it all.  
 
   I open my eyes and Mark is watching me, his face expectant.  
 
   “Okay,” I say firmly.  “Let’s do it.”
 
   “No regrets,” he chimes and takes a massive bite out of his sandwich.
 
    
 
    
 
   Payton insists that I let her dress me.  Again.  
 
   She sifts first though my closet, then hers, finally deciding to pair my dark jeans with one of her low-cut black tops and a simple patterned scarf that loops around my neck twice.  Once the outfit is chosen, Ainsley takes over.  She pins my hair away from my face and slips large silver hoops into my ears and a matching bracelet cuff on my wrist.  Then, she lines my eyes with her dark kohl liner and smears a deep plum-colored gloss over my lips.  
 
   After the primping, I look in the mirror and smile.  I look like myself—just a slightly sexier version.  I slip the strap of my bag over my head and let it fall across my chest to complete the ensemble.  I can tell that Mark approves by the way that he nods his head and holds out his arm to me.  Maybe it’s wishful thinking, but I’m beginning to feel like tonight is going to be special.  
 
   The whole way to the bar, my friends chatter at me.  Mark is driving.  I’m in the passenger seat.  Ainsley is just behind me and she’s got her hands wrapped around the headrest and she’s telling me all the things she thinks that I need to remember.  She’s deemed herself some sort of relationship guru now that she and Brandon are an official item.  Payton’s just shaking her head, mildly irritated by Ainsley’s seduction tips.  
 
   The Blind Bear is a well-known bar on a side street on the fringe of downtown.  Usually, the bands booked there are up-and-coming artists on the cusp of hitting it big, so I’m pretty impressed that Ben’s band is the headliner tonight.  
 
   I hear the music as we walk up to a large glass-plated door.  The song is one that I’ve heard Ben practicing this week in his room, so I know that Accidental Sweet Tea is already playing.  My stomach twists itself into coils as the beats curl around me.  My nerves are telling me that I have one chance, and I better make it count.
 
   We walk down a dank hallway that spills into a larger space.  A large bar spans the width of the room.  Faded green walls edged in dark wood trim give way to a glassed-in area that leads to the outside.  In good weather all those doors are left open and people drift in and out to the second-story porch.  But it’s mid-winter, so tonight the room is understandably closed-in.  
 
   Even with the crowd, and the fact that the stage is only lifted about one foot off the ground, I spot Ben right away.  He’s bent over his guitar, a veil of shiny dark hair hiding his face.  I watch his body move and sway with the music.  His black boots pound out the beats as his fingers move swiftly over the strings of the guitar.  When the music gets faster he throws his head back.  A thin sheen of sweat coats his forehead.  His mouth is parted on the last word of the chorus.  
 
   God, he’s beautiful.  And he seems completely unaware of the effect he’s having on all the women in the crowd.  I can practically see the drool dripping down their chins as they vie to get closer to the stage.
 
   I glance over my shoulder at Mark and he raises his eyebrows like he knows exactly what I’m thinking.  I take a breath and move forward before he has a chance to prod me.  I unsnap the clasp on my bag and pull out my camera and begin to take the pictures that I came here to take.  
 
   Ben spots me while I’m taking a series of Taylor, the lead singer.  Through the lens, I see his head jerk and his eyes narrow in on me.  I move the camera away from my face and smile shyly.  It takes a few stunned seconds before his eyes crinkle and his mouth curves into a grin.  I edge closer.
 
   By the time the set is over, the crowd is electrified.  Everyone is jumping up and down and calling for more.  I am up near the front and Payton is at my elbow watching Nick like a hawk.    
 
   Taylor, the lead singer, places his hand over the microphone and leans into the other guys.  Ben has a small blue towel in his hand and is running it over his face to mop up his sweat.  Taylor asks him something and he nods.  Then, Taylor shifts back on his heels, removes his hand from the microphone, and says to the waiting crowd, “Hang around.  We’ll be back in fifteen.” 
 
   Payton leans in so that I can feel her body heat against my back.  She whispers loudly in my ear.  “That means you’re on girl.”
 
   My heart is hammering as Ben winds through the crowd, brushing off two girls, to get to where we’re standing.  The blue towel is draped over his shoulder and he’s pushed his sleeves up.  The other guys are with him and we go through the awkward motions of introduction.  Taylor, Connor, Nick.  They all seem to know exactly who I am even though I’ve only officially met Nick before tonight.   I’m not sure to take that as a good sign or a bad one.  
 
   “Thanks for taking photos,” Taylor says to me, pointing at the camera that’s now hanging from my neck.  
 
   Taylor is nearly as tall as Ben, with dark spiked-up hair and matching dark eyebrows, one of which is pierced with a silver stud.  He’s got a lazy grin, roaming eyes, and a tattoo peeking from beneath the collar of his shirt.  He’s exactly what I would expect from the lead singer of an indie rock band. “Ben told us that you’re a great photographer.”
 
   He did?  I glance over, but Ben’s looking away.  I see his hand lift in recognition and follow the path of his gaze until I settle on Mia, the too-cute replacement guitarist.  She’s perched at the bar, with her elbows holding her up to the counter.  She sticks her tongue out and makes a face.  Ben smiles back wryly.  
 
   I’m glad that no one but Taylor is watching me because I’m sure that all sorts of things that I don’t want the world to see pass over my face.  This Taylor guy seems too self-involved to notice that I’m experiencing an internal meltdown, or that my stomach is burbling with so much anxiety that I’m about to throw-up on his shoes.  
 
   “I—I don’t know about that, but I do think I got some good shots.  I’ll make sure to get them to you once I’m through editing.”
 
   “Cool,” he says as he turns to the others and suggests a drink before the next set begins.  
 
   Payton’s so absorbed in whatever Nick is telling her that she barely looks at me as she follows the guys in the direction of the bar.  I hang back and so does Ben.    
 
   “You were great up there.”  My voice comes out all high and squeaky.  
 
   Like he can sense that my heart is wilting, he sets his mouth in a grim line and stares down at his feet.  “Thanks.  It’s been a good show.  The crowd’s been really receptive to all of our new stuff.”
 
   “Because you’re g-good,” I stutter stupidly.  It’s like there are a hundred toothpicks sticking into the roof of my mouth.  “I’m so glad that I finally made it to a show.”
 
   Ben’s eyes swing up to mine and I flush.  His eyebrows are drawn in and the air around us is full of unasked questions.  I’m sure that, like me, Ben is remembering the show at The Hill—the one that I never made it to.  
 
   His eyes are sliding over the lines of my face.  It’s like he’s reading all the words and sentences that are crammed inside my brain, stuffed under my crazy, aching skull.  All the yeses and nos and shoulda-woulda-couldas.
 
   My bottom jaw hangs loose.  I snap it shut and brush my bangs away from my eyes.  I blink.  Why can’t I remember what I’m supposed to be saying to him?
 
   Finally, when the awkwardness has reached a crescendo, Ben asks me why I decided to come tonight.  “Not to be rude,” he says flatly.  “I’m just wondering why.”
 
   My heart is thumping wildly in my chest.  I know that this is when I’m supposed to come clean.  This is that sparkling moment—that second chance—when I should apologize and tell him that I want to have the conversation that we should have had two months ago.  
 
   But, all the bravery that I felt earlier seems to have washed away with the crowd and the music and the searching look in Ben’s eyes.  He’s biting his bottom lip.  He’s waiting.
 
   I force myself to shrug.  “You asked me to take the pictures before… before winter break.  I never did, and I guess that I wanted to prove to you that all that stuff is behind us now.  That we’re good.”
 
   “Right.”  Ben nods and shifts his weight to his other foot.  He lets out a breath, hushed and fast.  “We’re good and I’m glad.”
 
   But, he doesn’t look glad.  In fact, he looks the opposite of glad.
 
   “Did you put that flyer under my door?” I ask because I have to know or I’ll break apart right here.  “The one for the photography exhibit at the Pratt Gallery?”
 
   Ben winces and looks away.  “Yeah…” he says slowly.  “I thought you might be interested in submitting some of your photos.”
 
   “Oh.”  I nod and try not to look too closely at his mouth.  At his lips.  “I wouldn’t even know what to take pictures of.”
 
   “Something you care about.  Something you love.”  
 
   I try not to pay attention to how his voice cracks on the last word.  Love.  
 
   “You’re talented, Ellie.  And last week, I al—” He stops mid-word and presses the heels of his palms to his forehead.  
 
   My brain is scrambling.  “Last week?”
 
   “Umm.”  His eyes drop.  He tucks his hair back behind his ears.  
 
   I get it now.  He means the almost-kiss.  The kiss-that-wasn’t.  My lips tingle from the memory.  
 
   He continues, “That was just—”
 
   I cut him off.  “Yeah.  That was nothing to worry about.”  I wave my hand.  “We don’t have to talk about it.”  That’s code for: I don’t want to hear you say that you’re not interested in me anymore and that you’ve moved on to Mia, the fairy guitarist.
 
   “Right.”  Ben’s smile is weak.  “Right,” he says again, but nothing about this exchange is going right.
 
   We stand there for a bit longer, each of us uncomfortable and awkward in our own bodies.  I imagine that Ben is anxious to get back to his friends, maybe Mia.  He clears his throat, but he doesn’t say anything else.
 
   I’m feeling more and more like an idiot for showing up here.  But, the truth is that I can’t be sorry that I got to see Ben perform. 
 
   Sometimes things don’t work out like we plan.  Like, maybe life has other things in mind.  
 
   “Right,” I say softly like I understand.  And maybe I do.
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   Weird as Folk
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Mark says.
 
                 I sit down back into my bed pillows and sigh.  “Except that it’s not.”
 
                 “Oh, Ellie…”
 
                 Moving the phone to my other ear, I say, “It’s okay.  I just want to not think about it for awhile.  At least for this weekend.”
 
                 It’s an extra long weekend.  Four days in a row of no classes in honor of President’s Day.   
 
                 “Wait.  Are you still going to go home?” 
 
                 I was planning to drive home this weekend, but now I’m not so sure that I want to.  My parents will want to spend the next four days discussing my alternatives and strategizing, and I’m just not ready to do that.  It’s too soon.  
 
   I twist my fingernails in the fabric of my sweater and glance over at the unfolded letter resting on top of my green duvet.  It’s my official rejection from Columbia.  My throat is swollen with emotion and I’m full of a new kind of disappointment.    
 
                 Here’s what I think: it’s one thing to know that rejection is coming, and it’s an entirely different thing when it arrives.  
 
    “Ellie?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you still there?”  Mark asks gently.
 
   “Yeah.  I’m here.”
 
   “Are you going to drive home?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  Dealing with my parents right now will be way too intense.”
 
   Mark makes a clucking sound.  “What about Payton and Ainsley?”
 
   “Payton’s on a camping trip with some of her friends, and Ainsley left for the weekend to meet Brandon’s parents.”
 
   “So no one’s going to be at the house?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Shit,” Mark mutters.
 
   Shit is right.  My friends are happy, falling in love, living life, and I’m miserable and breaking apart.
 
   “Do you want me to turn around and come get you?”  He asks.
 
   I groan.  “Don’t even think about it.  I swear if I see your face before Tuesday, I’ll slap it.”
 
   Mark and Hal are finally an official couple.  They’re spending the long weekend together at a cabin that Hal’s family owns.  Apparently, there’s a hot tub.  Even in my messed-up state, I’m not about to ruin a weekend that includes a hot tub for my best friend.
 
   “Are you sure?”  He whispers into the phone.  I can just picture him, sitting in the passenger seat of Hal’s SUV with his hand cupped over the phone.  “You know that I will.  You and I—we’re the home team.  Everyone else is playing on the guest side.”
 
   That makes me smile.  “Yes, I’m sure.  Now go and enjoy yourself, and don’t do anything that I wouldn’t do.”  I pause.  “Or maybe I should rephrase that.  Do everything that I wouldn’t do.”
 
   Mark chuckles.  “Tomorrow I’ll call and check on you, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Love ya, chica.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   After hanging up with Mark, I lay in my bed for a long time.  The house is eerily quiet and I wonder what it will feel like tonight when no one is here.  I realize that I’ve never slept here alone.  In fact, now my brain is moving that way, I’m not sure that I’ve slept anywhere alone.  How weird is that?  And I think I saw online that it’s supposed to storm this weekend.  Great.
 
   “It was a dark and stormy night,” I mumble to myself.
 
   “Talking to yourself?”
 
   I lift my head and see Ben, standing the doorway to my bedroom.  He’s got his hair pulled back and a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.  There’s another bag clutched in his hand.  
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”  I try to shake away my funk.  “Are you headed home?”
 
   “I am.”  He steps closer and frown lines appear on his forehead.  “What’s wrong Ellie?”  
 
   “Uh, it’s nothing,” I say.
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   I squeeze my eyes hard so that the tears won’t come and hold up the letter.  I feel Ben take it from my fingers.  When he’s done reading, he sits down next to me on my bed.  I think that he’s going to feed me some line about things working out for the best, and fate, and all that crap, but he doesn’t.  
 
   “Well, that sucks,” he says evenly.
 
   It’s so unexpected that I choke out a laugh.  “Fuck yeah, it does.”
 
   After about a minute of silence, Ben asks, “What are you doing this weekend?”
 
   “Nothing,” I grumble.  “Sleeping in bed.  Wallowing.”
 
   “Not true.”  He’s talking like he knows something that I don’t.
 
   I open one eye so that I can see his face.  He’s studying me like he’s looking for something.  Suddenly, I’m aware that I’m a disaster.  I’m wearing the yoga pants with the bleach splatters on the legs, and my hair is sticking up in the back, and my makeup’s been smudged away from wiping my eyes.    
 
   “Oh?  What am I doing this weekend?”  I croak.
 
   Ben stands up and takes my hand with him so that I’m forced into a sitting position.   
 
   “You’re coming home with me,” he states as if I go home with him every day.  As if that’s not the strangest idea in the history of the world.
 
   I look at him.  I mean, really look at him.  And even though he’s not wearing the mask anymore, he’s still changed.  Like he’s not quite there.  I think that he looks the way that I feel—raw.
 
   “You’re coming home with me,” he repeats, his voice dropping off at the end.  
 
   “Aren’t you flying?”
 
   He shakes his head.  “No.  Since we have four days off, I decided to drive.  That way, I can have my car to get around Asheville.”
 
   “Oh,” I say, considering this.  Maybe I’m a glutton for punishment.
 
   Ben bumps his foot against the bed frame.  “So…?”
 
   “Why?” I ask because I can’t help it.  Sure, there’s a part of me that’s practically giddy that Ben wants me to spend the entire weekend with him.  But, there’s this other part of me that can’t stand to be the recipient of his pity.  If he tells me that I should make the trip so that he doesn’t have to worry about me, I’ll probably die right here on my bed.  
 
   But, Ben doesn’t tell me that he feels sorry for me.  He looks directly at me and says, “Because I want you to.”
 
   Want.
 
   That’s enough to convince me.  
 
    
 
    
 
   One hour into the drive and we haven’t said a single word to each other.  We’ve passed a hundred thousand billboards.  They’re mainly for personal injury attorneys or Jesus.  
 
   Ben is keeping beat to the music by tapping his index fingers on the steering wheel lightly.  I’m systematically picking the red and purple Skittles out of a bag and popping them in my mouth one by one. Even with the music in the background, the silence feels epic.  This is weird.  
 
                 “This is weird,” I say, flicking my nails against the skin of my wrist.
 
                 Ben looks at me sideways.  He’s biting the inside of his bottom lip.  “You’re right,” he agrees.  “This is weird.”
 
                 I laugh, enjoying the wave of relief that crashes over me.  At least I’m not the only one thinking it. 
 
                 Ben grins crookedly and I catch a glimpse of the dimple.  His hair is still back in the ponytail but a few strands have come loose and are falling down over his eyes.  He hasn’t shaved in a few days and the dark growth only makes his square jaw seem squarer. 
 
   I grin back.
 
   “How can we un-weird the situation?”  He asks me finally.
 
                 I crinkle my nose.  “Un-weird?”
 
                 “You know what I mean,” he says, letting his head drift back toward the headrest.   
 
                 I sigh.  “I guess that I do know what you mean.  But I have no idea what to do about it.”  
 
   “Well, that makes two of us,” he says.
 
   I let that digest as I take a red Skittle out of the bag and put it gingerly in my mouth.  “Do you think that your mom will mind that I’m with you?”
 
                 His eyebrows pull together.  “Why would my mom mind?”
 
                 I shift, shrugging lightly.  “I don’t know.  I guess I just wonder if it will seem strange—some random girl showing up with you for the weekend.”
 
                 Ben’s voice is soft.  “You’re not random, Ellie.”
 
                 I feel a little dizzy.  My heart is acting funny—rattling against my breastbone. “I’m not?”
 
                 He nods.  He doesn’t look over, but it’s like I can feel his brown eyes on me anyway.  I shiver.
 
                 “If you remember correctly, it was my mom that told me to go back to school early over Thanksgiving break, so she knows how I feel—” He closes his eyes quickly.  “How I felt about you.”
 
                 I do remember Thanksgiving break, and the park, and everything that came after.  
 
                 “Oh,” I say softly.
 
                 Things get awfully quiet for a few minutes.  
 
   When I can no longer stand it, I say, “So what’s the deal with all the religious billboards?”
 
                 Ben looks out the window as we pass another massive billboard.  In this one, a likeness of Jesus is standing with his arms spread wide in a welcoming gesture.  It screams in glaring yellow font: Before it’s too late.  
 
   “I have no idea, but there does seem to be an abundance of them,” he says and laughs appreciatively.  
 
   “I’m curious to know if there’s any evidence of anyone converting while driving down the highway.”
 
   “They should have churches combined with the rest stops, just in case,” he offers.  “For the folk.”
 
   “Folk?” I fish.
 
   “Yeah.  You know… the folk.  Everyday people.”
 
   “Ahhh, everyday people.”  Like that explains it.
 
   “A butcher, a banker, a drummer…”
 
   I smile, recognizing the song lyrics.  I roll my hands.  “And so on, and so on, and scooby dooby dooby.”
 
   Ben laughs.  “Exactly.” 
 
   “Are we everyday people?”
 
   “Well,” he says leaning over the console to reach into the bag of Skittles.  His hand brushes against mine and it’s like being zinged by a socket.  “We’re obviously too weird to be average folk.  You only like the red and purple Skittles and I only like the orange and yellow ones.”
 
   I glance at the bag.  “What about the greens ones?”
 
   Ben’s mouth quirks.  “Different strokes for different folks.”
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225756]CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   Bacon is Breakfast Candy
 
    
 
    
 
   You would think that showing up at Ben’s house at nearly one in the morning, and having his mom greet us by the front door while wrapped in a massive bright purple bathrobe with fuzzy slippers on her feet might be awkward.  
 
   You would be right.  
 
                 Lisa Hamilton is a shorter, softer version of her son.  Same gold and brown eyes and dark lashes under straight eyebrows.  Same narrow nose.  Same crooked smile.  Same epic dimple.  
 
   After a hasty and hushed introduction so that we don’t wake any of Ben’s younger brothers, I follow Lisa up a steep flight of creaking stairs bordered by a curling wooden banister.  Floral wallpaper that’s about ten years past its prime is stretched over the bottom half of the wall.   
 
   Lisa turns right at a braided wool rug that graces the upstairs landing.  She enters the second door and flips a switch as she rounds the doorframe. It takes a moment for my eyes adjust to the overhead light.  It’s a small room with one window facing east.  A room, which I very quickly realize, is Ben’s childhood bedroom.
 
   A double bed covered in a thin burgundy quilt dominates the space.  Next to it is a small painted table stacked with dog-eared paperbacks, a brass-plated lamp, and a small analog clock that’s shaped like a human head.  The clock face is where the mouth should be.  
 
   The wall on the far side of the room is covered in posters of bands that I’ve never heard of.  Some of the posters look vintage—browning and dingy in the corners with retro designs in a myriad of muted colors.  There’s a bulletin board suspended on the wall over a dark-stained oak desk.  It’s dotted with snapshots and musical programs and old concert tickets.  
 
                 Still gripping the handle of my powder blue rolling suitcase, hoping that I won’t tip over, I turn my head and look at Lisa.  “I—uh—I…”
 
                 She blinks at me.  Then something registers and she smiles purposefully.  “Benjamin is taking the rec room downstairs.  There’s an old pullout down there.”  She walks over to a small trunk under the window and pulls out a folded blanket and sets it at the foot of the bed.  “He thought you’d be more comfortable up here where there’s central heat and a mattress that doesn’t dip all the way to the floor.  I have to agree with him.”
 
                 This triggers something inside of me.  Ben shouldn’t be sleeping on some crappy couch while I’m up in his room.  How wrong is that?  This is his house.  
 
   I take a step toward the door, rolling my suitcase on two wheels behind me.  “Mrs. Hamilton—”
 
                 “Lisa,” she corrects me.
 
                 “Lisa,” I say.  “This is ridiculous.  Honestly, I don’t mind using the couch downstairs instead.  Ben should sleep in his own room.”  I take a breath.  “He didn’t even have to bring me along, and now his visit home is going to be ruined.”
 
                 Keeping her eyes on me, Lisa crosses to the door.  “Sweetie, if you think that sleeping on a pull-out for a few nights so that a pretty girl can be more comfortable is going to ruin Ben’s weekend, then you don’t know my son as well as I thought you did.”
 
                 I flush.  “Are you sure?”
 
                 “Yes, I’m sure.”  She allows me a few seconds to digest that then continues in a very business-like tone. “The bathroom is just down the hall.  It’s the first door past the stairs.  Towels are in the linen closet.  Now, try to keep in mind that it takes a few minutes for the water to heat up this time of year.  You know how old houses are.  Convenience takes a backseat to character and charm.”
 
                 I nod.
 
                 “Good, then we’ll get acquainted more in the morning.”  She dips her hands into the deep pockets of her robe and lifts her shoulders. “Get some rest.  There’s another blanket in that trunk over there if you get chilly.”
 
                 “Okay.”  It’s late, or early depending on how you look at things, and the day and the drive are finally catching up to me.  I yawn and place both hands flat on the bed.  “Goodnight Lisa.  And thank you.”
 
                 Just as the door is about to close, she pops her head back in and smiles at me.  “Ellie, I’m glad that Ben brought you home so that I finally get the chance to meet you.”
 
                 Awhile later, lying in bed and looking at the night sky through the window, I let thoughts of Ben swirl around in my head.  In this room, he’s everywhere.  In the music pasted on the walls and tacked to the bulletin board, and in the book choices left next to his bed.  The smell of him lingers on the handful of shirts hanging in the closet, and in the sheets of this bed.  I roll over, relishing the tiny thrill of the fabric sliding against my bare legs.
 
                 I lay my palm against the skin of my stomach.  Disappointment over my rejection from Columbia, and confusion over Ben are gradually burning away to something else.  Something new that tastes a little like hope.  I let the feeling tease me to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   If it weren’t for bacon, I’d still be dreaming.  Even buried under the quilt and the extra blanket, with my head stuffed into the pillow, I can smell it.
 
                 My stomach rumbles, protesting that I only fed it a meager dinner of gas station snacks topped off with some red and purple Skittles last night.    
 
                 Groggy, keeping my eyes half-shut, I grope around my open suitcase for a sweatshirt and a pair of socks.  I stumble into the hall and listen to the murmured conversation that drifts up the stairwell.  The volume of voices increases as I trip down the stairs, using my nose to follow the heavenly scent of bacon.
 
                 In a kitchen lit by morning sun, Lisa is standing at the stove.  I can tell by the way that she moves with surety, that this is her domain.  She adjusts the control knob on the stovetop and turns in my direction.  Her hair is up in a messy ponytail.  Loose brown strands fall haphazardly in front of her eyes.  The robe is gone—traded in for a simple blouse and a pair of worn jeans held up by a brown corded leather belt.  
 
   Ben is standing at the counter next to her, pouring a cup of coffee into an oversized mug.  He smiles when he sees me walk into the room.  That small gesture warms me all the way from my head to my socked feet.  I wasn’t really sure what to expect this morning.  I half-wondered if Ben would regret his decision to bring me home.   
 
   On the far side of a blue-tiled kitchen island, is a set of large bay of windows that overlooks the backyard.  In front of the windows, there is an oblong table topped with a basket of fake flowers in an array of autumnal colors—red, wine, and deep purple.  All four of Ben’s younger brothers are around the table, eating and talking loudly.  The smallest one is up on his feet reaching for the salt shaker.  He’s wearing a dark blue baseball hat. 
 
   I’ve seen pictures of these brothers in Ben’s room back at school, so I already know that the Hamilton boys look eerily similar, but I still have to laugh when they look up in unison.  All of the boys have matching faces and dark hair.  Ben smirks like he knows exactly what I’m thinking.
 
   “Ridiculous, right?” He whispers as he comes up beside me.  
 
   After a quick hug that takes me by surprise, Lisa hands me a ceramic plate piled with scrambled eggs, a croissant and three strips of bacon, and ushers me toward the table.   
 
   Ben gestures to an open chair and I sit.  Introductions are handed out.  I nod to each of the brothers.  Asher, Logan, Blake and Kyle.  
 
   Asher, second oldest, leans over and shakes my hand.  He’s seventeen, a senior in high school, and clearly the cockiest of the group.  I get the distinct impression that Asher is accustomed to having girls throw themselves at his feet on a regular basis. 
 
   “I’m varsity,” he informs me with a flirty wink.  “For both lacrosse and baseball.”
 
   I nod my head and hope that I’m maintaining a distinctly impressed expression.  
 
   “I’m sure that Ellie doesn’t care what sports you play Ash,” Ben says grittily.  He sits down in the seat next to me.  
 
   Asher flicks a challenging look at his older brother.  “I think maybe she does.”
 
   They both look at me.  I school my features to be non-committal and shove a piece of bacon in my mouth.  
 
   Ben lowers his shoulders and clears his throat.  “Asher, just stick with high school girls to flirt with, okay?  Trying to charm Ellie is just pathetic.”  
 
   “Jealous much?”  Asher puts down his fork.  “Anyway, you already told me that she’s not your girlfriend anymore, so what do you care if I flirt with her?  Unless you want her to be your girlfriend…”
 
   Logan, fifteen and not quite filled out yet, looks ready to choke on his bacon.  Ben narrows his eyes at his brother as he stirs sugar into his coffee.  Asher responds by stretching his arms back over his head so that we all catch a glimpse of his muscled stomach.
 
   “Asher…”  Lisa says with that particular mom tone.
 
   “What?” Asher complains.  “I’m just getting things straight!”
 
   Lisa sets her lips into a thin line and urges the boys to finish up.  Unlike Ben and me, they’ve all got school today.  
 
   “Enough, Asher.”
 
   “Fine,” he mumbles.  “But whenever she’s interested, I’ll be here.”
 
   When Lisa goes upstairs to get her purse and keys, I lean toward Asher.  “You do know that I can hear you, right?  I’m sitting two feet away from you.”
 
   Ben chuckles.
 
   “What?”  Asher shrugs.  “I just wanted to make it clear that this Hamilton brother is available if you’re inclined.”
 
   “I’ll take that under advisement,” I say.
 
   Five minutes later, Ben and I have successfully convinced his mother to let us clean up the dishes.  She cradles a pile of papers against her chest and pushes the boys toward the door.   
 
   “Just so you know,” Kyle, the youngest, says to me as he rounds the corner to the front hall.  “I play basketball.”  
 
   Blake, thirteen and clearly just getting out of the awkward acne phase slaps Kyle over the head. 
 
   “Dude.  What was that for?” Kyle picks up his hat from the floor and readjusts the strap of his backpack.
 
   Blake bows his head low trying to hide his smile.
 
   When the front door slams shut behind them, Ben and I look at each other at the same time and start cracking up.  It feels good to laugh like this.  To let all of the air whoosh out of my lungs, and feel the pang from it in my abdominal muscles.    
 
   Eyes lit up and still grinning, Ben asks me, “What do you feel like doing today?”
 
   It doesn’t matter.  I’m happy for the first time in awhile—eager for the feeling of this bright sunshine that’s pouring over the two of us.  
 
   “I don’t care,” I say.
 
   Ben shakes his head.  “I don’t either.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225757]CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
   Greetings From Asheville
 
    
 
    
 
   At noon, we’re bundled in warm clothing, trying to decide where to eat as we wind down a narrow street.  We pause in front of a green menu board set up on the sidewalk in front of a tiny café.  The building is outlined by a dark blue canopy.  There’s a small chime dangling from above the doorway that makes a delicate tinkling sound every time a patron sweeps past us. 
 
   Ben lowers his head.  His mouth is just a few inches from my ear.  “Does this look okay to you?”
 
   I nod, but the truth is that I’m barely paying attention to the specials written in cursive on the menu board.  My stomach is too full of butterflies to be concerned with eating lunch.
 
   Even though I know that it’s not, today feels like a date.
 
   I’m fully aware that this whole weekend of visiting Ben’s family in North Carolina is a fluke—a sort roommate-in-crisis bonding experience.  If I hadn’t gotten the rejection letter from Columbia in Thursday’s mail, I’d be deciding what to have for lunch in D.C. right now, and Ben and I would still be barely talking.  
 
   But I can’t help but revel in the little moments with Ben.  Like the way that the heat of his body melds into mine when we’re standing next to each other.  Or the gentle brush of his fingertips on my wrist when we’re walking next to each other.  I’m all flurry and fluttering heart.  It’s like now that the idea of wanting Ben is back, I can’t contain it. 
 
   We enter the café and are seated at a small round table.  Beside us is a window that opens out onto the street.  Ben scoots his chair closer to the edge of the table and asks, “So what do you think about Asheville so far?”
 
   I frown.  “We’ve been downtown for about forty-five minutes, right?”
 
   “Yeah…” he says slowly, his eyes trained on me.
 
   “Well,” I say, fussing with my silverware.  “I decided approximately forty-four minutes ago that I’m in love with this city.”
 
   I know that my statement makes him happy because of the way that he smiles and ducks his head so that his hair covers the flush creeping into his cheeks.  
 
   The waitress, an attractive woman a few years older than us, with a tattoo of a peacock on her forearm, comes over to take our order.  I try not to bristle when she barely smiles at me, but cranks it up to full wattage for Ben’s sake.  When her large, globe-like breasts skim his shoulder as she points out the soup of the day on the paper menu in his hands, I have to remind myself for the second time in the last five minutes that I’m not on a date with Ben.  
 
   “Just holler if you need anything.  I’m Amy,” the waitress hedges as she deposits our drinks on the table.  “Your food will be out shortly.”
 
   I’m not even going to acknowledge the hungry look that she gives Ben or the way that she waggles her butt in his face when she walks away from our table.  God.  I’m like a rabid dog with my hackles up.  I take a long breath and exhale through my clenched teeth.
 
    “So…”  Ben says.  He folds his hands on the table in front of him and points his index fingers up like a steeple.  
 
   “So…” I mirror.
 
   Ben chews his lip and considers me.  “Are things between us back to being weird?”
 
   I purse my lips and crinkle my nose.  “Possibly.”
 
   He chuckles.  
 
   I can’t think of anything to say, so I take a sip of water and look out the window at Asheville.  I really do love it.  It’s small and quirky in an artisanal kind of way.  It’s the type of city that makes you want to grow your hair out, learn how to build hand-carved furniture, and start brewing your own beer.  
 
   “Do you want to talk about law school?”  Ben asks finally.
 
   I shake my head and frown.  “Not really.  I applied to a bunch of other places, but I can’t really think about that now.  I’d prefer to talk about something else.”
 
   “I get that,” Ben says.  So, he tells me more about his brothers, and what it was like for them after his dad died six years ago.  And then he talks about classes and describes the auditions that he has coming up.  
 
   “Seattle?”  
 
   “Yeah.  And Monterey and a couple other places in California.”
 
   “Oh,” I murmur, dropping my eyes to my burger.  It arrived a minute ago.  “That just seems really far away.  I thought that you were going to try for New York, or Boston, or someplace else on the East Coast.” 
 
   Ben doesn’t say anything right away.  “I was planning on New York, but lately I’m not so sure.  I’m starting to feel like I need some distance.”  He looks down.  “The guys in the band say that they’re flexible.  Nick does computer stuff so he can be pretty much anywhere, and Taylor and Connor will probably just look for bartending jobs.  They say that it’s up to me.”
 
   “And you’re going to continue to lead this double life?  Symphony by day and Accidental Sweet Tea by night?”
 
   Ben shrugs his shoulders. “At least until we figure things out or get some sort of deal that can pay the bills.  If that never happens, then I’m still okay.”
 
   “What about Mia?”  I blurt out.
 
   Ben pauses, a sweet potato fry perched between his fingers.  “What about Mia?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I guess I’m wondering if she’ll be going with you wherever you end up after graduation.”  I’m flustered, shaking my head and moving my hands too much in an attempt to distract from the prickling jealousy in my voice.   
 
   Ben is watching me.  He picks up his glass slowly. “Mia was helping out for awhile because Connor was dealing with some stuff at home, but she’s not a regular band member.  Plus, she still has another year of school before she graduates so…”
 
   “Oh.  I’m sure that she’ll miss you.”
 
   God, I am so obtuse.  I can’t believe that I just said that.  
 
   “Ellie,” Ben says in a tone that forces me to look up at him.  “Mia and I—”  He drops his voice.  “Mia is a lesbian.  You didn’t think that we were involved or anything like that—did you?”
 
   I automatically shake my head, my heart beating spasmodically.  A lesbian?  How in the hell did I miss that?  
 
   “Oh, right.  I knew that,” I say even though I’m pretty sure that it’s clear that I didn’t know that.
 
   “How about you?”  He asks gently.
 
   I look him directly in the eye.  
 
   “Me?”  My mouth goes slack.  Is he being serious?  “I-I’m not a lesbian.”
 
   Ben’s laugh is raucous.  The couple at the table next to us looks over.  From the hostess station, Amy, our flirty waitress flashes me a dirty look.  
 
   “No,” he says, catching his breath.  “I meant… what about that guy you were seeing?” 
 
   My brain spins.  Does he mean Evan?  How in the world does he even know about my date with Evan?
 
   “I overheard Payton and Ainsley talking.  They said that you had a date with a guy from one of your classes.  Some political science major,” he qualifies when I don’t answer right away.  
 
   I think about how there are so many parts to this story between Ben and me.  How words and mistakes have made everything between us so muddled.  
 
   “That was nothing,” I say, moving forward through the murkiness.  “It was just one date.  And, it didn’t end well.  I’m not going to go out with him again.”
 
   Ben’s face breaks into a relaxed smile.  I get the sense that my answer mattered to him.    
 
   I don’t know how to describe what happens next.  How everything changes.  The music gets louder.  The sun seems brighter.  The air thins out, making it easier to breathe.
 
   After lunch, we explore the rest of downtown Asheville.  We duck into used bookstores and small gift shops that sell handmade soap and vinyl records and crocheted scarves.  
 
   I lean in while Ben points things out to me, his breath coming out in warm clouds.   I don’t mean to let my thoughts get away from me, but they do.
 
   We pause at a corner where the sidewalk slopes down and wait for the light to change.  The sun is behind us, casting long shadows of our bodies that extend from our feet out into the asphalt street.  
 
   “I feel better,” I say, knowing that Ben will understand what I mean.  
 
   His gaze on me is unbreakable.  “Me too.”
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225758]CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
   Ashes! Ashes! We All Fall Down
 
    
 
    
 
   Beyond the window of the car, the shadowy mountains cut a jagged black line against the dark sky.  
 
                 “Time’s running out.”  Ben prompts.
 
                 “I have to think about this one!” I whine.
 
                 We’re back to playing the guess-which-song game.  Once again, I am losing.  No surprise here.
 
                 “Led Zeppelin?” I ask cautiously.
 
                 Ben opens his mouth and flicks a baffled look at me.  “I can’t believe you just said that.  This isn’t Led Zeppelin.  This is Rolling Stones, Ellie.  Rolling. Stones.”
 
                 “And?”
 
   His eyes widen.  “How do you not know that this is a Stones song?”
 
   “Honestly, I think that I should be praised for at least guessing a band from the same time period.”  I smile in amusement.  “I told you the first time that we played that I would be terrible at this.  You forced me to play again and now I’ve lost twice to you.”
 
                 “And you lost at Scrabble,” he adds.
 
                 “Hey hotshot!  I think I beat you at cards and that you actually surrendered the Scrabble game to me, so I don’t think you can tally it as a win on your side.”
 
                 Ben blinks and stiffens his shoulders.
 
                 My cheeks flush with heat when I register what I’ve said.  Ben did surrender that Scrabble game to me, but only because I seduced him.  I can tell by the way that his breathing changes and the hard movement of his throat that he’s thinking exactly what I’m thinking.  
 
                 “So I did,” he says unsteadily.  He turns the steering wheel onto the curving street that leads to his house.  I notice that his knuckles are squeezed white.  
 
                 He parks the car and turns to me.
 
                 “This weekend...” He clears his throat and starts again.  “This weekend has been really great.”
 
                 My breathing is too shallow and it’s causing my head to spin.  This weekend has been great.  It’s Sunday night and we’re leaving to go back to school in the morning and I don’t want to.  I’m afraid that this shift between Ben and me will shift again, and I’m not looking forward to going back to the way things were.
 
                 Yesterday we spent the entire day with his mom and younger brothers.  We seemed to find a million innocent ways to touch each other.  There were countless seconds of lingering gazes and widening smiles and speeding heartbeats.  Today, Ben took me to his favorite music stores in Asheville.  We had dinner with his two best friends from growing up.  It’s been, in a word, amazing. 
 
   “Yeah,” I say cautiously, feeling my eyelashes flutter against my cheeks.  “It has been a good weekend.  Really good.  I’ve barely thought about the letter from Columbia at all.”
 
                 Ben squeezes his eyes shut.  “Good,” he says rigidly, swinging his legs to get out of the car.  “That was the idea.”  
 
                 For a few seconds I don’t move.  My thoughts are unraveling like a spool of yarn that’s been dropped.  I know that I did something wrong.  I fling open my door and the cold outside air knocks into me.   I trip as I step around to the front of the car where Ben is.  My fingers wrap around the fabric of his jacket and I pull him to a stop beside me.    
 
                 “What?” I ask, sounding more desperate than I intend.
 
                 Ben turns his head back so that I can see his face.  Eyes, wide and shiny, blink solemnly down at me.  His firm mouth is set in a straight line.    
 
                 “Nothing,” he says.
 
                 “Why—what did I say wrong?”  
 
                 I lift my cold fingers to his cheek.  He flinches and I jerk my hand back.  
 
                 “It’s nothing,” he says again.  Then he smiles a sad kind of smile and goes inside the house.  
 
                 I am left standing outside, my feet and hands tingling with cold, wondering what just happened.  
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t bother to put on my pajamas.  I tug my shirt over my head and slip my jeans off my legs and push myself under the covers in just my bra and underwear.
 
                 I could stare at the dark ceiling of Ben’s childhood bedroom for hours and still have no answers.  I’ve replayed the conversation in the car a hundred times already.  Did I freak him out?  Was it because I brought up Columbia?
 
                 I’m all confusion and wrong directions and missed turns.  I roll over and pull one of the bed pillows down over my head.  
 
   I almost miss the soft sound. 
 
   Tap, tap, tap
 
                 I sit up, holding the covers up to block my state of undress, and listen carefully.
 
                 There it is again.  More distinct this time.  A single finger against the door.
 
                 “Yeah?”  I whisper, my breath funneling out of my lungs.
 
                 The door cracks and a sliver of light from the hall slips in.  The face hovering in the doorway is caught in shadow, but I know that it’s Ben.
 
                 He comes into the room and closes the door behind him.  When he sits on the edge of the bed, I stop breathing.  I. Stop. Breathing.
 
                 “Ellie?”     
 
                 “I’m here,” I say to the darkness.  
 
                 He reaches out with his fingers and finds my arm.  I bite back a shiver.  My heart aches.  It’s so acute that I think if I weren’t already on the bed, I would be falling over from the strain of it.  
 
                 “Ellie?”  His chest heaves under the stress of breathing properly.  He comes closer, his body pushing the cold away, making my skin pulse with red heat.
 
                 Ben moves his hand.  He grazes my elbow, my shoulder, my collarbone.  I know when he realizes that I’m not wearing much of anything because his four fingers stop and press into my skin.  Then, at a maddeningly slow pace, they glide over the swell of my breasts and down my body.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he whispers, pulling his hand back like he’s just realized that he’s touching something that’s off-limits.  “I know that you were probably sleeping and this is weird, but I couldn’t—”  
 
                 I don’t wait to hear the rest of what he’s trying to say.  I move quickly.  I kiss him.  I kiss him with so much urgency and bottled up passion that I think that we’re going to ignite.  We will be a raging fire.  Maybe by morning, we’ll be nothing but a pile of ash, and when she wakes up, Ben’s mom will look down at the soot in his old bed and wonder where we went.
 
                 I’m spinning.  Flying.  
 
                 Ben is above me.  With his lips, he breathes stars and stirred up words and memories down my body.  He slips lower, pulling at my underwear with his thumbs.  
 
                 “What you do to me…”  He’s speaking so quietly that I can hardly hear him.  His chin scratches against my ribs.   “You’re like a fire inside of me.”
 
                 Inside of me, I think.  But, I don’t talk.  My tongue is too busy tasting his skin.  I shift, using my hip bone to push Ben flat on his back.  I straddle his narrow waist.  I run my fingers up under his shirt, over his smooth chest.  I tug once and the shirt is off, balled up on the floor beside the bed.
 
                 I trace the hard line of his shoulders, and move my fingers up over the prominent lines of his face.  Now that my eyes have adjusted to the darkness, I can just make out his moon eyes and his exquisite mouth.  I touch his bottom lip.  Then I kiss it.  I touch his top lip.  Then I follow the angle of it with my tongue.  
 
                 Ben is heaving.  The air is pummeling through him like a storm over water.  I bend down.  My hair falls with me.  It tickles the taut skin of his stomach.  I place one, two, three… ten soft kisses along his body.
 
                 His pants fall away.  He is gasping now.  We’re on the edge of a cliff and we’re dropping, dropping, dropping, and Ben is gripping my waist like he’s afraid to lose me.  
 
   I’m afraid to lose him.  
 
                 I pull him closer, but it’s not close enough.  It feels like nothing will ever be close enough.  Like I could burrow a tunnel under his skin and swim in his veins and still, it won’t be enough.  
 
                 Enough
 
                 He closes his eyes.  He opens them.
 
                 He grasps my face between his palms and looks at me for a long time.  So long that my hands stop moving and my jagged heartbeats find an even rhythm.  
 
                 “This,” he says quietly—solemnly—like it means something important.  “It isn’t enough.”
 
                 Before I can shake of the slap of his words and respond in some way, Ben is pinching his clothes under his arms and slipping away from me.  I haven’t said a thing and Ben’s feet are moving and he’s shutting the door to the bedroom.  To my heart.
 
                 I am on an edge of glass.
 
                 And it’s breaking.
 
                               
 
                 
 
   The morning is a blur of suitcases and cold cereal and robotic thank yous.  It moves fast and it’s all I can do to keep up.  
 
                 Ben doesn’t look at me.  He won’t.  He keeps his hands at his sides and his eyes trained in the opposite direction.  When we’re in the hall by the front door, his mom pulls him aside and says something to him that’s too low for me to hear.  He blinks and nods his head once as he clasps and unclasps his hands in front of his chest.
 
                 I look down so that he doesn’t catch me staring.  I chew the inside corner of my lip, and squeeze the handle of my suitcase until I can’t feel my fingers anymore.
 
   Logan and Blake are reserved when it comes to goodbye, but Kyle is easier.  He gives me a high-five that turns into a hug.  Asher is next.  Grinning widely and holding me for a beat too long, he slips his cell phone number into the back pocket of my jeans.  When I peek at it, I see that he’s drawn a little sideways smiley face next to his name.  I laugh and shake my head at him.  
 
   Lisa comes up and wraps her arms around my shoulders.  She pulls back a few inches and searches my face.  There’s so much in her eyes and her creased forehead that I start to wither.  Quickly, like she’s deciding something, she kisses my cheek and pats my shoulder.
 
                 The front door opens, and almost before I’ve taken a proper breath, we’re in Ben’s car headed back to school.    
 
   What is the protocol for this situation?
 
                 What should I say?
 
                 Am I supposed to say anything at all?
 
   Or is it best to keep quiet, and stay drawn together in my seat, staring out the passenger window like none of it matters?  Like my head isn’t falling off my body?
 
                 The stereo plays music.  The car engine rattles softly.  Ben and I continue to stay silent. 
 
   I look out at the cloudless blue of the sky and think about how I’m growing accustomed to the hollowness inside of me.  It’s almost like it belongs there.
 
                 After awhile—nearly half the trip—Ben exits the interstate and pulls the car into a gas station.  He doesn’t say anything, just pops the lid of the gas tank and steps out of the parked car.  I go inside, using the opportunity to go to the bathroom and buy some snacks.  
 
                 The woman behind the counter hands me a chintzy plastic bag and three thin paper napkins along with my change.  I take the bag and shove the change into the inside pocket of my purse.  As I exit the gas station, a man wearing a cowboy hat and scuffed up work boots holds the door for me.  
 
   Hesitantly, I walk up to the car.  Ben is leaning back against the driver’s side door with one hand resting on the hood and the other in his pocket.  His warm breath is visible in the cold February morning air.   
 
   Like a peace offering, I hold out a bottle of water and a bag of those pretzel chips that he likes so much.  Ben pauses as he reaches for the bag almost like he’s being careful not to touch my fingers.  He rewards me with a wan smile.
 
                 We climb into our respective seats and then we’re back on the road and back to the nothingness.
 
                 Seven long minutes later, when I don’t think I can take one more second of this without pulling my hair out, I speak.  I use a voice that doesn’t sound like mine.  “Do you want to talk about it?”  I ask.
 
                 Ben starts to shake his head then thinks better of it and stops.  He sucks his bottom lip between his teeth and flicks a sideways look at me.  “I guess so.”  
 
                 But neither of us says anything.  We drive a few more miles in a strange sort of quiet.
 
                 “Last night,” he says finally, releasing the tightness in his jaw.  “It was…”
 
                 I sit up.  “It was—”
 
                 “Let me finish,” he says rigidly.
 
                 “Okay…” 
 
                 Ben loosens his muscles.  Absently, he scratches just below his chin and tucks his hair back.  He swallows hard. 
 
                 “It’s just that this is embarrassing, but I need to say it.”  He gives me a sheepish smile.  I take it and return it.  “Last night, I don’t know what I was thinking when I came to see you.  I meant to just talk to you, and—and one thing led to another…  Honestly, I think I had too much to drink when we were at dinner with Scott and Bryant.”  He takes a quick, tight breath and holds it.  “I probably shouldn’t have driven us home and I’m sorry for that.  And I’m sorry for everything that came after.  Things never should have gone down like that.”
 
                 This isn’t the explanation that I expected.  I remember Ben ordering one beer with dinner, but that’s all.  He didn’t seem drunk.  He didn’t smell drunk.  He didn’t taste drunk.  He tasted like toothpaste.
 
                 “Oh.”  I let my mind wrap around these thoughts.  “I just—I thought…”
 
                 Wow.  I realize with a sucking clarity that a part of me thought that Ben still harbored some sliver of feeling for me.  That when he said, “it isn’t enough,” maybe he meant that he wanted me in more ways than just physically.  
 
   It’s the shame of rejection, so direct and complete, that echoes inside my chest and stings at the backs of my eyes.
 
                 I feel sick.
 
                 “I think that I had too much to drink also,” I say and look away.  
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225759]CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
   In Spite of Ourselves
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t know why you don’t try talking to him again.”
 
                 “Huh?”  My head jerks up.  
 
   Mark is looking at me.  His eyebrows are pulled together making a deep V in the middle of his forehead.  “I think you would feel a lot better,” he says.  “And I know that I would.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
                 Mark sits back in the desk chair and pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose.  “Ben.  I mean the way that you guys left things hanging after Asheville.  It’s been over two weeks Ellie, and I think that you should talk to him again.” 
 
                 “Mark,” I say, shaking my head and letting the thoughts tumble all over the place.  “Ben and I didn’t leave things hanging.  I told you exactly what happened.  In no uncertain terms, he said that he didn’t want to be with me, so I don’t understand what more you think there is to talk about.”  
 
                 Mark puts his elbows on his thighs and leans forward.  “See, I don’t think that’s what he said.”
 
                 I remember Ben’s words in the car clearly.  I remember the way that his golden brown eyes hardened and how my chest constricted.   
 
   A short, sharp laugh escapes me.  “And you were there?  That’s funny, because I didn’t see you.  Were you in the backseat hiding under an invisibility cloak loaned to you by Harry Potter?”
 
   “Don’t be sarcastic Ellie,” Mark says, all seriousness and big brother voice.  “I just don’t think Ben was being completely honest about things.  And neither were you.”  
 
   My head drops into my hands.  “Mark, you’re a good friend.  The best.  But, you don’t need to worry about Ben and me anymore.  That’s over and done with and I don’t want to keep coming back to it.”
 
   “But—”  
 
   “Do I have to remind you that you’re the one who cautioned me not to become a dweller?”  I glance up and brush my bangs out of my eyes.  “I’m trying my best to follow your advice and now you’re crawling all over me for that.  Asheville was nothing.  Ben took me home with him because of timing, and what happened on that last night was an accident.  It didn’t mean anything and I’ve accepted that.  Why can’t you?”
 
   “Come on Ellie-bear!  You can’t honestly believe that, can you?”  Mark’s voice is tinged with exasperation.
 
   I throw my hands up.  “Believe what?”
 
   “That lame story he gave you about drinking too much.”  Mark rolls his eyes.  “Wow.  Do I really have to spell this out for you?”
 
   “Apparently so,” I challenge.
 
   Mark levels his clear gaze at me. “Ben Hamilton is in love with you.  And you’re in love with him,” he says, punctuating each word like a hammer driving a nail into wood.
 
   “No.  He’s not.”  I pause.  My head moves left an inch.  I curl my fingers into my palms.  “I’m not.”   
 
   Mark rolls his eyes.  “Yeah.  And I’m straight as a pin.”
 
   “Mark…”
 
   “Ellie, you can pull this shit with other people—even yourself—but, don’t pull it with me.  I’ve seen the way that you look at him, and I’ve seen the way that he looks at you.”
 
   “Fine.  How does he look at me?” I ask because I want to know.  Of course I’ve seen the way that Ben looks at me, but maybe I’m missing something.  
 
   “He looks at you like you’re the only person in the room.  Like he’s trapped underwater and you’re an oxygen tank.  Like he’s in anaphylactic shock and you’re an EpiPen.”  Mark shakes his head.  “He looks at you like you’re the last cello left on the planet.”
 
   “Pfffttt.”  I squeeze my fingers tighter.  I’m too wound up.  Too suspended in insecurity and disbelief.  “But, he said…”
 
   “I don’t care what he said.”  Mark points his finger at me.  “You also blamed alcohol, and we both know that’s not true.”
 
   “Because I was embarrassed,” I say, defensiveness straightening my shoulders.
 
   “Did it cross your mind that Ben might be embarrassed too?”
 
   “Of course it did, but—”
 
   Mark won’t let me finish.  “You’re the one that broke things off with him.  He’s got some pride, you know.  It’s not like you’ve made anything particularly easy on the guy.”
 
   “Since when did you start taking Ben’s side?”  My voice is getting higher and tighter.  I feel like I’m slipping.  “You’re my friend!  You’re supposed to be on my side.”
 
   Mark looks almost sad for me.  “This is me being on your side, Ellie.  This is the side that cares about you.  The side that doesn’t want to see you keep throwing all the good things in your life away when something doesn’t go exactly like you plan.”
 
   I rub my fingers against my eyes.  I won’t start crying now.  It’s too humiliating.  “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
   “I’m talking about all of the times that you’ve given up too easily.  I’m talking about that night at The Hill when you walked away from Ben without fighting for him.  I’m talking about these.”  Mark picks up a stack of unopened envelopes from my desk.
 
   “That’s different,” I object.  “Those have nothing to do with Ben.”
 
   “They have to do with you.  Isn’t that enough?”  Mark snorts, raising his hand, the envelopes trapped in his fingers.  They are the letters that I’ve received from different law schools over the past week.  “How many of these do you think are acceptance letters?”
 
   Unceremoniously, I cross the distance and snatch the envelopes away.  “You should just go home.”
 
   Mark blinks.  “I love you Ellie, but you can be an ass sometimes.”  
 
   “Right back at you.”
 
   Mark stands.  He lets go of a strong sigh.  “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but you have to get over this idea you have that everything in the world needs to fit inside a tiny, perfectly square box.  If you don’t, you’re never going to be satisfied.  Life is unpredictable and it doesn’t follow a map.  Columbia’s out.  So, get a new, revised dream.  You still want to go to law school?  All you have to do is open one of these envelopes.”  He touches my shoulder lightly.  “And the same goes for Ben.  If he’s not the kind of guy that you thought that you’d end up with—who cares?  I know that the way that you feel about him scares the crap out of you, but if you love him like I think you do then you have to tell him so.”
 
   “It’s not that simple,” I say.
 
   “Maybe…  Maybe not.”  Mark smiles, scanty and asymmetrical.  “Happiness isn’t something that you can plan for.  It comes knocking unexpectedly, just like opportunity.  And it’s up to you to answer the door and invite it inside.”
 
   “Mark… I—I—”  My voice is shapeless.
 
   He leans in and kisses my cheek.  His fingers squeeze my hand—the one that’s holding the envelopes.  “Just think about it, Ellie.  Okay?”
 
   I swallow hard and screw my eyes shut to keep the tears inside.  “Okay.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m at my desk.  The small light is flipped on, casting my bedroom in a warm brownish glow.  The first envelope that I pick up is from Vanderbilt.  My fingers fumble as I tear along the seam and pull out the folded two-page letter.  My name is braced across the top.  I scan down.   
 
                 We are pleased to offer you placement…
 
                 I don’t even get through the first line before my vision blurs and my breath catches in my throat.  Everything inside of me is toppling.  It’s like I’m being pushed over by possibilities that I hadn’t dared to let myself imagine.
 
                 The next envelope on my desk is from William and Mary.  Heart hammering, I slide my finger under the fold, less cautious this time.  
 
                 Congratulations!  Our Admissions Committee is pleased to inform you…
 
                 The postmark on the third envelope tells me that it’s from Boston University.  
 
                 On behalf of the Dean, faculty and students, it is my pleasure…
 
                 Then I pick up the envelopes from Pepperdine, and Emory, and Fordham.  I rip into all of them, my stomach knotted in anticipation and my fingers tight with excitement.  Each one is an acceptance letter.  Each one is a soft knock on the door.  Each one is a heartbeat tapped out against my breastbone.
 
                 Finishing the pile, I open the top drawer of my desk to look for a stray rubber band to bind the envelopes together.  You can always find those things in drawers.  Paper clips, safety pins, rubber bands.  It doesn’t matter that I don’t ever remember buying them.  They always just seem to appear out of thin air, stuffed in the far reaches of a little-used drawer.  
 
                 Seeking a rubber band, I stumble across something else entirely.  It takes me a second to recognize the piece of paper, and when I do, I hold onto it for a long time, my eyes lingering on the words.  And slowly, like water drizzling from a leaky faucet, a new sensation fills me.  
 
    
 
    
 
   I find him in the coffee shop like I knew that I would.  With the weather still a bit chilly to be outdoors for long, this is his favorite Wednesday afternoon hangout spot.  
 
   The rich scent of dark roast fills my nose as I walk by a few tables to where he’s bent over, rifling through a book—probably research for that paper that he mentioned last week. 
 
   “I need your help, and I’m so, so sorry, and you were right about everything.”  The words come out all crushed together like they’re in a mad dash to get out of my mouth.
 
                 Mark’s head comes up.  He pushes a stray blond curl away from his eyes.  He doesn’t say anything, just stares at me with his eyes round and glassy. 
 
                 “I—I’m sorry,” I say again, flustered, feeling the warmth gushing to my cheeks.  “And you were right about me.  About Ben.  About law school.  All of it.”
 
                 Mark looks at me intently for a few more seconds.  Then he says, “I like the way that you’re wearing your hair today.”  And just like that, I know that we’re okay.
 
                 I sit down in a chair across from him.  “I have an idea to run past you,” I say, finding a shaky smile.  “And it’s going to require your help.”
 
                 “I’m all yours,” Mark replies.
 
                 An hour later, Mark’s pushing me down the walkway toward the front door of my house.  He texted Payton and Ainsley fifteen minutes ago with a directive meet us in the living room for what he described as a summit.  Ben is at band practice and won’t be home for a few hours.      
 
   “You don’t think it’s a ridiculously idiotic plan?” I ask over my shoulder.
 
                 “I thought we went over this already.  I told you not to call it a plan.  You’re through planning for things Ellie-bear,” he says stoutly and adjusts his jacket.  “And, honestly, I think that most grand romantic gestures are supposed to be that way.  They wouldn’t be grand if they weren’t at least a little bit idiotic.”
 
                 “Ah, great,” I say, shaking my head.  I realize that he’s just telling me the truth.  But, it’s one thing to think the truth.  It’s an entirely different thing to hear it said out loud.  “That’s just what I want to hear when I’m about to put my heart out on the line.”
 
                 Mark laughs, and it’s an unsteady sound that rises from deep within his chest.  “You’re the one that asked.”
 
                 “I did,” I say softly, brushing my fingers across the doorknob and pushing forward.  
 
                 Ainsley and Payton are sitting on the floor in matching positions.  Their backs are resting against the low half-wall that separates the dining room from the kitchen, and their knees are pulled up off the ground.  Neither one of them is wearing shoes.  
 
                 “What’s going on?”  Ainsley asks.  Her face is pinched with concern.  She’s got her long blonde hair pulled up into a high ponytail.  
 
                 “Yeah,” Payton adds moodily.  “Your text woke me up.”
 
                 Mark strides through the door.  Five feet into the house, he spins and waves his hands theatrically in the air.  “Girls,” he proclaims.  “We have a project!”
 
                 
 
    
 
                 
 
                               
 
                  
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225760]CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
   An Idea is Afoot
 
    
 
    
 
   It gets finished the way most great works do—as a collaborative effort.  Mark, Payton and Ainsley all skip out on their Thursday classes to help me.  Mark dictates.  Payton jokes.  Ainsley makes a run to get us all lunch.  Even Hal, Mark’s boyfriend, plays a part.  He knows a guy who knows a girl who works at the campus printing lab.  Using some pretty epic flirting, he convinces her to get my oversized prints done in record time.
 
   I have just over twenty-four hours to complete the collection.  The flyer that Ben left for me weeks ago—the one that I found when I was going through my law school acceptance letters—says that all submissions must be dropped off to Michaela Fincher’s office in Reamer Hall by Thursday at six o’clock.  According to the University website, Fincher is head of the school’s Photography Department.   
 
   I know what this means.  I know that my amateurish photos are going to be up against photos shot by people that have been studying photography as a career—people that understand balance and lighting and subject matter.  I know that the odds of my collection being chosen for the gallery showing are slim.  I probably won’t hear back from Michaela Fincher at all.  
 
   I’m going to try anyway.
 
   It’s five fifty-four on Thursday.  Her office is on the third floor of Reamer Hall, down a hallway lit by florescent light and past a row of classrooms.  The door is only partially closed.  I knock lightly and it glides open on its hinges.
 
   “Sorry,” I say quickly, and start to pull the handle back toward me.
 
   A woman with large, blinking owl eyes and a slight overbite stands from a chair.  “No worries.  Come in please.”
 
   My eyes dart around the room.  A low, modern desk with sleek black legs and a matching chair fill the center of the space.  There’s a small two-seat leather couch against one wall.  A colorful mosaic mural is hung above it.  The other walls are filled with framed photos, mostly black and white landscapes.
 
   “Can I help you?”  The woman asks politely as she comes around the desk.  Her dark blonde hair is pulled back.  She’s wearing a stylish black pencil skirt paired with heels.  Her off-white blouse has a mandarin collar and no sleeves and I spot a matching jacket slung over the couch.  
 
   “I—I—” I hold up the black leather portfolio in lieu of a proper greeting.  Payton’s friend Dominic let me borrow it.  “I have a submission for the Pratt Gallery’s showing.”
 
   The woman glances at an analog clock mounted over the door and smiles.  “Alright then,” she says and holds out her hand.  “I’m Michaela Fincher.  Call me Michaela.”
 
   I shake her hand.  It’s bony and cool.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I’m Ellie Glass.”
 
   “And Ms. Glass, what do you have to show me?”  She nods her head to the portfolio.
 
   My stomach clenches.  “You want to look right now?”
 
   Michaela’s eyebrows lift.  “There’s no time like the present.  Let’s see what you’ve got.”
 
   My movements are shaky, uneven.  I’m not really sure how to do this.  Do I open my portfolio on the desk?  I look around the office.  
 
   “The desk,” Michaela suggests gently understanding my consternation.  I wonder just how obvious it is that I’ve never done this before.  I feel my chances getting slimmer and slimmer by the second.
 
   I hoist the portfolio onto the black surface of the desktop.  I fumble the snap and Michaela has to help me with it.  
 
   There, spread out in two distinct halves, is my heart made into thin sheets of glossy paper.     
 
   I pay attention to the way that Michaela breathes as her eyes move through the pictures.  The slightest change in the pattern of her breath causes my insides to twist tighter.  She pauses on the photo I’ve included of Ainsley, her slender finger tracing the outline of Ainsley’s lovely face.  I’ve captured my friend in profile—head bent, backlit by the sun, wisps of blonde hair floating over the bridge of her nose.  
 
   Next, with her neck held at an awkward angle, Michaela looks at the photo I took the night of my first date with Ben.  It’s the largest of the grouping.  He’s standing in the doorway of my bedroom with his hands crossed over his chest.  His head is tipped forward.  His smile is thin, enigmatic.  Even like this—stilled on paper—his eyes are so full of passion that they crack me in half.  
 
   “This boy,” Michaela says, her index finger pointed at the photograph.  “He’s the same as in these other two.”
 
   “Yes,” I say and shift my weight, hoping that my voice doesn’t give me away.
 
   Michaela looks up.  Her large eyes drill into me.  Finally she asks, “Do you have a title for the collection yet?”
 
   I clear my throat.  “I do.”
 
   Her eyebrows lift in expectation.
 
   “Starstuff,” I say.
 
   “Hmmm…”  She turns back to the photos on her desk.  “This is a large grouping of photos.  Mostly, I’ve been choosing one or two to pull and use for the exhibit.”
 
   “But, they go together.  As a collection, this is a story.  Apart you don’t really get that, do you?”  I cringe at how pompous I sound even to my own ears.  
 
   Michaela’s eyes crinkle.  She shakes her head.  “No you don’t.”  She pauses, touches another photo.  “Are you a student?  I don’t recognize you from any of my classes.”
 
   “Yes, I’m a student.  I’ll be graduating this May.”
 
   “And your major?”
 
   “Pre-law,” I say, biting the inside of my lip.
 
   Laughter burbles out of her.  “I didn’t see that one coming.”  She looks at the photos one more time, then sideways at me.  “I’ll be in touch soon Ms. Glass.”
 
   That’s my cue.  I thank Michaela and cross to the door.  Her voice stops me.  
 
   “Do you mind if I ask what inspired you?”  She asks.
 
   I think about it.  I let the beats settle inside of me.  They make up one word: “Love.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “What do you think the odds are?”  Ainsley asks.  She’s got her feet propped on the low coffee table so that Mark can paint her toenails.  
 
                 I shake my head lightly.  “I’m not sure.  It’s not like I had a chance to look over any other submissions.  Michaela just said that she’d ‘be in touch soon,’ whatever that means.”
 
                 “Well…”  Mark pauses and wipes away excess lavender nail polish from Ainsley’s big toe with his thumb.  “The exhibit is a week from Saturday so I assume you’ll hear from her one way or the other in the next day or two.”
 
                 “Yeah, probably.”  I let my head fall against the couch.  
 
                 Ainsley grabs my wrist.  “Hey!  Even if your photos don’t get chosen, at least you tried, right?”
 
                 “And that’s more than a lot of bitches can say,” Payton adds, grabbing hold of my other wrist.
 
                 I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be pleased or offended.  I laugh.  “Umm… Thanks?”
 
                 The University Symphony has out of town performances tonight and tomorrow in Richmond, so it’s just Mark and us girls here at the house.  Mark asked us what we wanted to do and Payton held up her chipped nails and suggested manicures all around.  Ainsley is being a daredevil with her choice of lavender nail polish.  Payton’s pulling no punches with midnight blue and a topcoat of bright pink glitter.  And I’ve picked out a subdued shade of grey.
 
                 “Grey?”  Mark looks appalled when I pass him the small bottle.  “Why do you even have grey nail polish?”
 
                 “It’s not that bad,” Payton defends.  “I think that I bought to go with some outfit.”
 
                 “Were you dressed as a hobo?  Because otherwise, I think there are like five hundred thousand other colors that are more suitable.”
 
                 “Dude,” Payton says dryly and then glances back to the text she’s typing out on her phone.  
 
                 Mark looks at me.  “I’m just saying that I think you should pick a shade that’s more fun.”  He picks up a bottle of neon pink polish.  “Like maybe this color.”  When I lift one side of my mouth up in a grimace, he sets it down and grabs another bottle.  It’s an obnoxious shade of orange.  “This is Mango Madness.  Who wouldn’t want to have that on their fingernails?”
 
                 “Me.  I don’t want that horrible color anywhere on my person.”
 
                 Mark frowns.  
 
                 “Why does it even matter?”  Payton interjects with her eyes on Mark.  
 
                 Mark looks at her and then at me.  His face is serious.  “I just want Ellie to be happy and this color isn’t going to get her there.”
 
                 I roll my eyes.  “Fine.  But not the orange.”
 
                 He grins.  “Okay, what about…”  He sifts through the glass bottles in the plastic bin at his feet and pulls out an iridescent blue shade.  “Starry Starry Night?”
 
                 “Deal,” I say and stick out my right hand.  
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t really expect to hear anything about the exhibition until Monday, but Michaela calls me on Sunday afternoon while I’m reading through my notes for school and watching reruns of Family Feud.
 
                 “All of them?”  I ask the question for a third time.
 
                 I can almost hear her smile through the phone.  “Yes, Ms. Glass.  All of them.  I told you that I’m very impressed with your work.”
 
                 “Wow!  I-I’m—”
 
                 “Hopefully you’re about to say that you’re thrilled and will be able to come by the gallery on Tuesday and again on Friday to help out with the placement of your photographs.”
 
                 “Of course!  Just let me know what times I need to be there.”
 
                 “I’ll be sending out an email with that information to all of our artists shortly.”
 
                 I thank Michaela a hundred times.  I’m bubbling over.  So much so that, with a note of exasperation in her voice, she finally says, “Ms. Glass, I’m not the one that took your beautiful photographs.  If you need to express your gratitude, thank yourself or one of the subjects of the collection.”
 
                 “I will.  And I’ll see you at the Pratt Gallery on Tuesday.”
 
                 I bounce out of my bedroom, calling for Payton and Ainsley.  “Girls!  Girls!  You aren’t going to believe it!”
 
                 “Is everything okay?”
 
                 I turn.  It’s Ben.  He’s standing in the kitchen eating cold pizza off of a paper plate.  His long hair is rumpled and hanging in his face.  His eyes are dark with concern.  “Is everything okay?”  He repeats. 
 
                 “Yeah, it’s fine.  I-I didn’t know that you were back.  How was Richmond?” I ask, catching my breath.  I don’t know why I’m so surprised to see him—he does, in fact, live here.  It’s just, the way things have been recently, we haven’t interacted much.  And, with my revelation about the way that I feel about him, things are…  
 
                 “Different,” he says, and for a second I think that I’ve spoken aloud.  Then I realize that he is simply answering my question.  “I actually met a guy who plays in the San Francisco Symphony and he told me that they have a cello chair opening up.  He set up a remote audition for me.” 
 
                 “Wow.  San Francisco?  That’s really ummm… far.”  I’m stumbling over my words.  
 
                 “We’ll see.  I’m sure that there are tons of cellists applying and I’d have to nail the audition.”
 
   “I’m sure that you will.”
 
   He smiles and it’s like a fan to the fire that’s burning inside of me.  My heart skips.  It bounces.  It dances.  
 
                 “Have you seen Ainsley or Payton around?”  I ask quickly, not trusting myself to manage much else.  I’m a ball of nerves.
 
                 Ben looks disappointed.  “I don’t think they’re home.  Do you need something?”
 
                 “No.”  I start to turn away then think better of it.  I have to do this sometime.  “Actually, I do have some news to share.”
 
                 Ben’s eyes widen and he sets his plate on the counter.  “Did you hear back from other law schools?”
 
                 I squint, confused for a second.  “Yeah, I did actually.  I’m deciding between a school in New York and one in Boston.  But, that’s not my news.”
 
                 “Oh?”
 
                 I take a large gulp of air.  “Remember that flyer you gave me last month for the photography exhibit?  Well, I ended up submitting some of my photos.”
 
                 Ben takes a step closer.  “You did?  That’s great Ellie.”
 
                 “Yeah, thanks.  Ummm…  So, the thing about it is that my photographs were chosen and they’re going to be in the exhibit.”
 
                 His mouth drops open.  “That’s wonderful.  I’m really proud of you for putting your work out there.  I know that it’s hard.”
 
                 I shake my head.  “Well, I wouldn’t have done it if not for you, so thanks.”  
 
   “What pictures did you submit?”
 
   I chew on my bottom lip.  “Let’s just say that I took your advice.”
 
   Ben cocks his head.  “Oh yeah?  And what advice was that?”
 
   I lean back against the wall for balance.  “You told me to take photos of what I care about,” I say, stretching my fingers along my thighs.  Before Ben can ask me to clarify, I spit out the words that I need to say.  “And, I’d really like you to come, if you can.”
 
                 “Of course I’ll be there.  When is it?”  He hedges even closer to me.  My body tingles.
 
                 “Saturday night.”
 
                 “This Saturday?”
 
                 “Yeah, at the Pratt Gallery downtown from eight to ten.”
 
                 Ben pauses then he tucks his hair behind his ears and grins.  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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   Paper Promises
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next week, I go through the gamut of emotions: excitement, dread, worry, frenzy, dreaminess.  You name it, I experience it.  
 
                 When I first came up with this implausible idea over a week ago, I wanted a lot of things, but there were so many obstacles that I wasn’t sure any of those things would actually pan out.  Now that wanting is meeting up with getting head-on, I’ll admit that I’m on the verge of a major freak out.  What if Ben shows up and sees my collection and he doesn’t connect the dots?  Or what if he does connect the dots and he still doesn’t want to be with me? 
 
   Then what do I have?
 
   Rejection.  That’s what. 
 
   It’s like this huge, dark cloud looming over me.  But, I’ve let that kind of fear control me before and I’m through with it.  It’s one of the ways that Ainsley says that I’m becoming a better person.  At least, that’s what she told me last night while we were in my room deciding how I should do my hair for the exhibit.  
 
   “You are,” she insisted vehemently as she twisted my hair back into a low chignon.
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Well thanks.  I guess that after Columbia and everything else, it’s like, what do I have left to lose?”
 
   “It’s not that, Ellie.  You still have a lot left to lose,” she said with authority.   “But you’ve changed, and it’s for the better.  It’s almost like you’ve decided that you’d rather be scared and end up feeling kind of stupid than miss out on the good stuff.”
 
   I’ll admit that this didn’t exactly provide me with a sense of comfort.
 
   The exhibit is tonight.  Mark and I arrive downtown thirty minutes early so that I can go over final staging with Michaela and have my picture taken with the rest of the night’s featured photographers.  
 
   Mark parks his car in the back of the gallery between a dark green dumpster and a massive black pick-up truck with tinted windows.  Protecting my brand new high heels, I have to dodge a giant pothole that’s filled with mucky water and a handful of scattered, empty aluminum cans. 
 
   “Could you have found a more terrible place to park?”
 
   Mark flares his nostrils.  “Sorry, but I didn’t get the memo that wearing high heels and a sexy dress transforms my best pal into a prima donna.” 
 
   I glance down.  By either a stroke of stupidity, or one of genius, I am wearing Payton’s long-sleeved green dress—the same one that I wore the night that Ben and I fought.  I cringe.  “Do you think this dress was a mistake?”
 
   Mark stops walking.  “No, I don’t.  You look fabulous Ellie-bear, and you’re going to blow everyone—including Benjamin Hamilton—away.”  He grabs my elbow and pulls me into his side.  “Now let’s go find some of those delicious tiny, dough-covered sausages to eat.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Eight o’clock comes and goes.  No Ben.  Eight thirty.  No Ben.  By nine, I’m resigned.
 
                 “I can’t believe this shit!”  Payton exclaims as she pops a sweet and sour meatball into her mouth.  
 
                 “He might still come,” Ainsley says hopefully, rubbing my upper arm gently and shooting daggers in Payton’s direction.
 
                 I turn to her and smile sadly.  The back of my eyes sting and my nose is starting to tingle—both are sure signs that tears aren’t far away.  “He probably just forgot or something.”
 
                 “It’s his loss,” Mark chides, looking up at my collection.  “These all turned out incredible.  I kind of can’t believe that you’re so good at this, Ellie.”
 
                 “You’ve seen these exact photos before,” I remind him.  
 
                 “I know that I have.”  Mark shakes his head.  “But not like this.”
 
                 It’s true.  Michaela must know what she’s doing because even I’ll admit that the collection looks wonderful.  My parents have been telling anyone that will listen that it was their idea to get me that first camera back in middle school.  Brian and Pam Glass, attorneys at law, showed up to the gallery promptly at eight, as per my invitation.  They’ve proven to be far more supportive than I anticipated.  And when I mentioned that I’m looking into the possibility of studying environmental law next year, my mom barely batted her eyelashes.  
 
   See, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately.  And I’ve come to the conclusion that I do want to go to law school, but maybe I won’t become a corporate attorney like my parents.  I’ve decided to keep my options open and stay away from a plan for awhile.     
 
                 I shake my head.  Right now they’re engrossed in a discussion with Adam Pratt, the gallery owner, about the legal process of franchising.  
 
   “You’re collection is beautiful, dear.”  A woman, with watery grayish eyes is speaking to me.  The man next to her has long chin hairs and a bulbous nose.  
 
   I nod.  “Thank you very much.”
 
   “What’s the title?”
 
   “Starstuff.”
 
   “Hmmm.”   
 
   I watch as they wander into the next room of the gallery.  Starstuff.  It’s an homage to my first date with Ben and a bit of truth.  Because, like Carl Sagan said, these people—the ones that make my world go round—really are made up of the same stuff as stars.    
 
   There are seven pictures in total.  All outlined in chunky stark white mats and framed in a thin band of brushed silver.  If you start left to right, the one of Ainsley, caught in profile and backlit by the sun, is positioned first.  In the photograph, a small, secretive smile is drawing up the corners of her mouth and puckering her eyes.  
 
   The second photo is one that I took of Payton.  It’s a close-up of the lower part of her face as she applies lipstick in a small circular mirror.  In the foreground, her eclectic collection of jewelry is spread out on the top of her dresser.
 
                 Next, there’s a photo that I took over the Thanksgiving break of my mom and dad.  They are in the kitchen of our D.C. house.  Stilled in time, my parents stand opposite each other, their torsos bent forward over the dark granite of the kitchen island.  They’re both in their work clothes and talking on their cell phones, but they’re relaxed, sharing a smile as my mom pours out two glasses of red wine and my dad loosens his tie with his left hand.  
 
   The fourth picture is one that I took last week of Mark.  He’s sitting on the wooden top of our favorite bench in the sun-filled Quad and he’s leaning back, his hands clasped and slightly out of focus.  I’ve captured the moment when his mouth is opening while his eyes close on a laugh.   
 
                 The last three photographs are all of Ben.  There’s him playing his cello in an empty classroom the week of winter exams, and one of him fingering the bass guitar on stage with Accidental Sweet Tea, all sweaty and incredible.  And, of course, the photo that I took at the end of our first official date.  
 
   I blink and let my eyes refocus.  I know without anyone telling me, that each picture of Ben is somehow incredibly intimate.  It’s the equivalent of me hiring one of those skywriting planes to declare my feelings in white smoke to everyone standing below.  And with Ben being a no-show, it sort of seems like having my chest cut open and my beating heart pulled out and left, exposed and bleeding out on the cold marble floor.
 
                 I squeeze my eyes shut and turn away.  I trap my breath in my lungs and hold it there before releasing it through my teeth.  When I open my eyes it takes me several seconds to put everything together.  I blink once, then twice, then a third time.  
 
                 Ben is here.  
 
                 He’s centered in the threshold of the gallery hall staring at my photographs.  He’s wearing a plain white button-down shirt under a tailored black jacket.  Dark corduroy pants cover his long, lean legs.  Everything fits him in exactly the right places.  His chocolate brown hair is loose, brushing his shoulders.  He’s clean-shaven
 
                 He pivots his head toward me and I stop breathing.  The air in the room stills.  It feels like the walls are full of blinking eyes and they’re all trained on me. 
 
   Ben’s pink mouth is a straight line slashed across his face.  He’s squinting at me like he doesn’t understand what he’s seeing.  I want to reach out and touch him from across the room.  I want to smooth out the tiny lines around his eyes and I desperately want him to understand—to see the words beyond the photographs.    
 
                 I walk toward him and offer an unsteady smile because it’s the only kind I’ve got right now.  
 
   “I thought maybe you weren’t going to make it,” I say quietly, stepping up beside him. 
 
   He looks between me and the photographs framed on the wall.  “I told you that I wouldn’t miss it.”  He lifts his hand and then lets it fall back against his leg.  “I’m glad that I got to see this.”
 
   I take in a huge breath.  “I’m glad too.  Because, no matter what happens after tonight, I want—no, that’s not right.  I need you to know how I really feel.”  I pause.  God, my voice is as shaky as the rest of me.  “What happened before—all of it was…  I-I guess what I’m trying to say is…”
 
   Oh my God.  Could I possibly botch this some more?  Ben’s eyes are drilling into mine.  His mouth is parted and his chest is rising and falling visibly.  I reach out and brush my fingers over his.  He pulls his hand back.
 
                 “I’m trying to say…”  I start again.  What am I trying to say?  I know that I mapped out all of this, but it’s like I’ve forgotten everything.  Maybe all of the important words are somewhere else, in some other girl’s head.  I let my eyes fall to the floor—to the toes of my fancy new high heels which are almost touching Ben’s shoes.  Hot tears pinch the backs of my eyes.  
 
   “I’m in love with you, Ben.”  The sentence comes out of me like a puff of air.  I’m not even sure Ben heard me.  He’s looking down at me with this strange expression.  I watch his throat move and his shoulders tighten.  
 
   Then, without saying a single word, he turns and walks away from me.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc350225762]CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
   Heart of Glass
 
    
 
    
 
   If the question is: what’s more mortifying than professing your love to a boy and having him turn and walk away from you?
 
                 The answer is: professing your love to a boy, while standing in front of your friends, parents and a hundred strangers, and having him turn and walk away from you.
 
                 My humiliation is complete.  I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Mark’s car.  The exhibit ended twenty minutes ago.  Ainsley and Payton went home.  My parents hugged me before getting in the car and driving to their hotel.  I shook a thousand hands and said a million goodbyes.  I know what everyone was thinking.  I know that they all witnessed my heart get flattened by Ben.  I know that I’m wearing embarrassment all around me like a gaudy winter coat.  I know all of it, but I still can’t be sorry.
 
                 Because even after what happened tonight, I think that Ainsley was right.  Sure, just now things feel shitty and I’ve got this huge gaping hole inside of me.  But at least I can say that when I had the chance, I took it.  
 
   And, you know, when all is said and done, it really is better to wind up feeling scared and stupid than not feel anything at all.  
 
   The movement of the car changes abruptly.  I look up.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” I say, my voice laced with disbelief.  I turn in my seat to face Mark.  “You’re joking, right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “What?  Ummm… Let’s see.  I’ve just been publicly shot down by the boy that I love and you want to stop for a cappuccino at the place where I first met the aforementioned boy?”  I sweep my hair away from my face so that I can glare at him properly.  “Are you seriously going to pretend like you don’t know what my problem is?”
 
   Mark drops his ear to his shoulder and lifts his hands.  “Well, you didn’t technically meet him at this coffee shop, so…”
 
   I level my eyes at him.  “Mark.”
 
   “Ellie.”
 
   “Mark.”
 
   “Ellie.”
 
   I sigh.  We could go back and forth like this all night.  “Are they even open?  And, don’t you think it’s a little late for caffeine?”
 
   “They’re open until eleven.”  He grins and steps out of the car.  I follow.  “And, frankly, I think it’s always the right time for caffeine.  But if it will make you feel better, I’ll order a decaf.”
 
   I roll my eyes.  “Fine.  But, please let the record show that I am not happy about this.”
 
   “Duly noted,” he says as he takes my hand and pulls me along the sidewalk.  “Cheer up buckaroo.  We’ll get you a hot chocolate and you’ll feel much better.  I promise.”
 
   “Mark, I’m pretty sure that this is a situation that hot chocolate can’t solve.”
 
   He frowns.  “I think that you’re drastically underestimating the power of hot chocolate.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The coffee shop is virtually empty.  Obviously, most people haven’t heard Mark Temple’s mantra about caffeine.  Pressing down on my shoulder, Mark settles me into a chair at a small table against the back wall and goes up to the counter to order our drinks.  I get my phone out of my purse and start messing around—checking my texts and my Facebook account.  It’s mostly stuff about tonight’s gallery show.   
 
                 “Is this seat taken?”  A familiar voice asks.  It’s deep, with a slight drawl that makes stomach churn and my heart dip.  
 
   I look up.  Way up.  
 
   I’m so stunned that it takes me a moment to realize what’s happening.  My face probably looks ridiculous.  I think that my bottom jaw is hovering about an inch off the floor.  
 
   “You’ll catch flies that way,” Ben says as he casually sits in the chair across from me.  He’s taken off the dark jacket and the sleeves of his white shirt are rolled up nearly to his elbows.  He’s got on the same leather cuff that he was wearing the first time that I saw him.
 
   I snap my mouth closed but I think that he’s probably right.  I’ve already swallowed a swarm of flies and they’re buzzing around inside of me.   
 
   I look in the direction of the barista counter.  Ben must understand my silent thoughts.  “Mark went out the side door,” he says.  After a pause he clarifies further. “I texted him fifteen minutes ago and asked him to bring you here.”
 
   “Why?”  
 
   Ben smiles that crooked half-smile.  The one that’s made of hollowed out edges and loose heartbeats.  It kills me every time.  “Why did I ask Mark to bring you to meet me here?”
 
   I nod slightly.    
 
   He glances down and sweeps his hand across the small table like he’s brushing away crumbs.  “Because I wanted to tell you that I had my remote audition tonight and I got offered the cello chair in San Francisco.  The audition ran over and that’s why I was late to the gallery.”
 
   I’m not sure what I thought Ben was going to say, but this isn’t it.  I drop my face so that he can’t see my features caving in.  “Oh,” I murmur, and even that one word feels like it’s choking me.
 
   The legs of Ben’s chair scrape against the tile floor as he scoots closer.  Now his kneecap is touching mine.  Gently, like he’s concerned that my bones might shatter, he picks up my hand and brings it to his lap.  I gasp.  
 
   “They told me that they needed a definite answer right away.  Earlier I thought about saying yes, but then everything changed.”  He clears his throat.  “When I left the gallery, I was calling them back to turn down the job.”
 
   I’m afraid to look up.  I’m afraid of Ben’s eyes reaching into mine and the anxious hope that’s wrapping its way around my chest.  
 
   “Why would you do that?”  I ask the table.  I’m hardly moving—hardly breathing.   
 
   “Ellie, please look at me.”  He pulls my chin up with his finger and I see his mouth curving into a soft smile.  My heart rattles.  
 
   “Why would you do that?”  I repeat, blinking away the salty tears that have turned my lashes into soggy webs.  
 
    Ben shrugs.  “I turned it down because of you.”
 
   I don’t know what to say.  I think I’m trembling.  It’s like that moment in between sleeping and waking, when gravity might suddenly reverse and you could tumble heels over head.  Like falling up into the sky to join the stars.  
 
   “You can’t—I-I—”  My voice is turned inside out.  “What about your future?” 
 
   Ben stands.  He pulls me up with him.  “Did you mean what you said earlier?”  
 
    “What—which part?”  I ask, and I’m shaking my head back and forth because I don’t know what else to do with it. 
 
   “The part when you said that you were in love with me.” His eyes are like two doors, swinging open on their hinges.  I want to walk right through them and see what’s on the other side.
 
    “Yes.”
 
   “Good.”  He takes my head in his hands and brushes his lips along the skin of my neck.  I shiver.  “Because I don’t think that I can stop loving you.  I tried, but I couldn’t do it.  You’re my future, Ellie.  I can play music anywhere, but you’re only going to be in one place.”
 
   “But you can’t just—”
 
   “Yeah, I can.”  He laughs.  “Look, haven’t you ever heard that musicians play from the heart?  Well, I can’t be expected to play in California when my heart’s over two thousand miles away.”
 
   Three words.  They’re all I have.  “I love you.”
 
   He’s smiling and there’s that perfect dimple on his cheek.  “I love you back—in a big and epic way.” 
 
   That’s all it takes.  We’re kissing and my heart is bursting, and my lungs are cracking, and the earth is rumbling beneath my feet.  Ben threads his hands into my hair.  His tongue moves over mine—searing me.  He’s tipping me back, back, back.  And I’m, slipping, dissolving into him.
 
   “Ahh—hem!”  The sound breaks us apart.
 
   Good God, I’m panting.  But then again, so is Ben.    
 
   A blue-haired guy wearing a black apron is scowling at us.  “We’re getting ready to close,” he says gruffly as he turns back to cleaning out the coffee machine.
 
   Ben takes my hands.  His forehead drops against mine.  We’re both smiling hard. 
 
   He kisses my nose.  He moves his hands over my waist and squeezes my hipbone.
 
   “Let’s go home,” he whispers against my mouth.
 
    
 
    
 
       
 
   Our bare limbs are woven together like the crisscrossing streets on a roadmap.  Ben is over me.  He drags his fingers over my exposed ribs.  He is torturing me—slowly consuming every single inch of me.  To make up for lost time, he said.  
 
   I think that I might spontaneously combust.  
 
   He’s kissing the soft, pale skin of my wrist.  Then he moves up my arm to the inside of my bicep.  Next, his tongue makes slow circles in between my breasts while his hands dip lower.  
 
   I arc my back off the bed and pull at his hair.  “Ben…”
 
   Above my heart, his mouth pauses.  “Do you know how much I’ve thought about you?  About doing this?”  He moves his hand.    
 
                 I can’t speak, but I do make a whimpering sound that Ben interprets as encouragement.
 
                 “You’re so beautiful, Ellie.”  He kisses my belly button.  His hands brush my naked thighs.  His eyelashes flutter against my skin as he kisses up and down my body.  My head is back against the pillow, and I’m squeezing the sheets, saying things that don’t make sense.  Ben and his relentless mouth are going to rip me apart.   
 
                 Using the last of my strength, I pull him up over me.  I crush my lips to his and taste his breath and his secrets.  
 
                 Pushing loose strands of hair away from my eyes, I ask, “Do you know how much I’ve thought about you?  About doing this?”  I drop my hand and Ben’s eyes go round.  
 
                 Later, he holds me against his chest and tells me that he loves me for the hundredth time tonight.  
 
                 “Are you getting sick of that?”  He asks.  His eyes reflect the pearly moonlight.  
 
                 I bark out a laugh.  “Are you kidding?”
 
                 Even in the dark, I can make out the corners of his smile. 
 
                 “That night…” he starts.
 
                    I wrinkle my forehead.  “Which one?”
 
                 Ben’s rubs his palm over my stomach.  “In Asheville.”
 
                 “Ahhh,” I say, kissing that freckle that I love.  The one on his chest.
 
                 “I should have told you then.  That’s why I came to your room.  I’d decided to tell you that I loved you.”  He pauses.   “Obviously, I bailed on that plan.”                   
 
   “And, if I had been more honest with you from day one, we could have skipped out on a lot of trouble.”
 
   He twists my hair between his fingers.  His voice is low.  “I should have told you the truth about Lily.  Even though things with her were over and done with before I met you—you had a right to know the entire story.”
 
   “Well, I wish that I had given you more of a chance to explain.”
 
   “I should have pushed harder to make you listen to me.”
 
   “Shoulda-woulda-coulda…”  Placing my hand on his chest, I push him back flat against the mattress and straddle his hips.  I kiss over his collarbone and the warm skin of his neck.  I run my hands down his arms.  “We both made mistakes, but we can’t go back.”  I feel him nod against me as I taste his mouth.  “We can only move forward.”
 
   “Together,” he whispers, his arms encircling my waist and rolling me over. 
 
   I close my eyes and wait for the stars to explode.  “Together.”
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   “What is this thing?”
 
                 I turn away from the cardboard box that I’m unpacking.  Ben is walking in through the door.  In one arm he’s got a white floor lamp, and in the other he’s carrying what looks like a ginormous fleece bootie with a cord attached to it.  
 
                 I squint and pucker my mouth.  “I have no idea what that is.  I guess you should just set it in the living room over by the couch for now.”
 
                 He shakes his head and walks toward the living room.  There are about a dozen more boxes for us to go through in there.
 
                 Moving sucks.  Big time.  
 
                 I glance around my new bedroom.  It’s actually pretty spacious by New York standards.  There’s a large window that takes up almost the entire eastern wall.  The good news is that it lets in a lot of natural light.  The bad news is that it overlooks a trash-filled back alley.
 
                 I sigh.  I shouldn’t complain about anything.  I’m here.  In New York.  And my dream internship begins next week.  
 
   Ben will start practicing with his new symphony sometimes in late June.  Meanwhile, the guys from Accidental Sweet Tea are already setting up some new gigs.  Taylor texted twenty minutes ago that he had a lead on a club in Brooklyn that’s interested in booking them next month.
 
   Then, when the fall rolls around, I start my first year at Fordham—a law school right here in New York.  Even my parents seem happy with my choice.  
 
   I set a stack of New York City maps on the ledge of my window.  Ainsley shoved them in my bag yesterday as we said a teary goodbye.  I check the time on my phone.  She should be landing in Atlanta in the next half hour and I’ll give her a call to make sure that the trip went well.  She accepted a position as a social worker down there so that she could be closer to her family.  Brandon and his pleated pants are looking for a job nearby.    
 
   Payton moved out of the house right after graduation two weeks ago.  She’s spending the summer backpacking in Europe with her friends Hedda and Dominic.  After that, it’s all up in the air.  She claims that she wants to see where the world takes her.
 
   Sometime before she comes back to the states, she’s going to make a stop in London to see Hannah, who never did come back from England.  We ended up shipping the bulk of her personal stuff to her parents in Canterbury and giving the rest of the stuff away.  As it turns out, she and the English guy actually got engaged.  The wedding date is set for November and all of us are going to try to make it to the wedding—Ben included. 
 
   “Hey babe!”  I call out.  “When you get a chance, can you help me get that new bookshelf put together?  I have nowhere to put any of this crap that I’m unpacking.”  
 
   I pull out a picture frame wrapped in bubble wrap.  It holds a photograph that was taken at graduation.  Ben’s got his arm around my shoulders and he’s kissing my cheek.  I set it flat on the small table next to the bed.
 
                 Ben sneaks up behind me and grabs my hips.  His mouth is on my neck, raining a hundred tiny kisses along my skin.  “Anything for you, love.”
 
                 “Mmmmm…”  I spin and drape my arms over his shoulders.  “Maybe the bookshelf and the rest of this stuff can wait for a bit?”
 
                 He grins.  His fingers inch around my waist toward the button of my shorts.  “Considering that we’re officially grown-ups now,” he says as he kisses a path from my earlobe to my mouth.  “I was thinking that in the name of responsibility, we should test out the bed to make certain that I set the frame up right.  I’m not entirely sure that it’s safe for sleeping.”
 
                  “Huh,” I say, licking my lips.  “I wouldn’t want to get hurt in the middle of the night.”
 
                 He’s shaking his head and smiling.  “Noooo…”  His mouth finds that spot just below my ear that makes me fall apart.  His hands are—
 
                 “Ermahgerd!  Get a freaking room!”
 
                 I jump back.  Mark is standing just outside my bedroom door holding a pink flamingo statuette.  His face is contorted in a grimace of disgust.  
 
                 “We are in a room!”  I volley back.  “My bedroom—in case you missed that, Mark.”
 
                 “Well then shut the door, young lady.”  He lifts his finger in the air.  “When we agreed to live together you promised no monkey business in view of the common areas.
 
                 I throw my head back and sigh.  Ben chuckles and gives me a chaste kiss on the lips.  “I actually should go home and see if Nick needs help getting the TV mounted on the wall.”
 
                 “Seriously?”
 
                 He takes my hand and pulls me behind him as he crosses my apartment.  “Seriously.”
 
                 “I don’t want you to leave,” I pout, leaning against the open door.  “I can’t believe we don’t live together anymore.  It’s like we’ve done this whole thing backward.”
 
                 Ben smiles.  He takes my head between his two hands and kisses me on the lips one more time.  “I’ll be back soon to set up that bookshelf for you.”
 
                 “Okay.”
 
                 He walks ten steps away and pulls a single key out of his back pocket.  “And if you need me…”  He knocks the wall playfully.  “I’m right next door.”
 
                 I smile and watch as he disappears into his apartment.
 
                 “You do realize that you and Ben are positively disgusting, right?”  Mark asks me as I make way back toward him.  “I mean, he and Nick live in the apartment right next to ours.  Your lovebug is just one thin, rat-infested wall away.”
 
                 “Shut up.”  I launch a chenille throw pillow at him.  “I know that you’re newly single, but you don’t have to get all bitter-rejected-lover on me.”
 
                 “Hey!  If I’m being completely honest, Hal did me a favor.  We’re in New York City now.”  He spreads out his arms.  “A place that’s full of beautiful men, ready for the taking.”
 
                 I laugh.  My eyes fall on the weird corded bootie contraption that Ben unloaded earlier.  “By the way, Mark—what is this thing?”
 
                 “That, my dear, is a foot warmer.”
 
                 “A what?”
 
                 “A foot warmer.  You plug it into the wall and stick your tootsies in there,” he shows me, “and, voila, you’ve got warm feet.”
 
                 I step back.  “Okay.  That is completely absurd.”
 
                 “Well, when my feet are all warm and cozy this winter and you’re freezing your ass off, don’t come crying to me.”
 
                 “I don’t need a foot warmer,” I say, picking up a box and carrying it into my bedroom.  I wink at Mark.  “I’ve got Ben for that.”
 
                 He rolls his eyes and chokes out a laugh.  “Touché.” 
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