
        
            
                
            
        

    Blackbird
a Sometimes Never novella
By Cheryl McIntyre


  Dear Reader,
     
      I would like to thank all those who took the time to not only read Sometimes Never, but also went a step further to leave feedback. I read and appreciate all my reviews and messages. A lot of you wanted to know what happened in the time between the final chapter and the epilogue.
      You spoke. I listened. Blackbird was born.
      Though Blackbird can be read on its own, I feel it is better enjoyed if read after Sometimes Never. You can find Sometimes Never here: 
http://www.amazon.com/Sometimes-Never-ebook/dp/B00AQHUV1A/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-text&ie=UTF8&qid=1360780173&sr=1-1&keywords=Sometimes+Never 
      And if you loved the supporting characters as much as I do, don’t worry, their stories are on the way.
      Thank you for all your support. I hope you enjoy this novella.
      
Best wishes,
Cheryl    
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1 Mason
      
      
      My eyes fall to Hope’s bare feet as she swings them subconsciously from her perch on the counter. I’m reminded of the moment I noticed her for the first time, her bare feet captured my attention then, too. I move forward, pressing myself into the space between her legs. She sets her drink down and skims a finger under her lip, wiping away a drop of water.
      “Are you nervous about today?” I ask as I rest my hands on her hips.
      She nods. “I could use a distraction,” she whispers. “Any ideas?”
      Oh I have plenty of ideas. “Hm. I might be able to come up with something.” I wrap one of her legs around my waist and trail my fingers up the other. “Unless you already have something in mind?”
      She cocks her head to the side as if deep in thought. “We could play Scrabble.”
      I crinkle my nose. Scrabble? Not what I was thinking at all. “You want to play Scrabble?”
      “Dirty words only and loser has to do whatever I—I mean, the winner—says for the next…” She looks down at her cell phone and glowers. “Uh, I only have a little over an hour.”
      “An hour isn’t enough time for all that.” I grin at her. “What else can we possibly do for the next hour…?”
      “I guess I could repaint my nails. They are a little chipped.”
      I shake my head slowly. “Nu-uh. That’s no fun for me and I can’t stand the smell of that shit.”
      “Huh. Well, I’m sure there’s a court show on. I love that little lady judge with the big attitude.”
      I glide my fingers into her multi-colored hair, gripping the back of her neck. “Hope, if you aren’t naked in the next thirty seconds I’ll—”
      “You’ll what?” she challenges.
      Challenge accepted.
      I bring my mouth down on hers and run my tongue across her bottom lip. She opens immediately, meeting me eagerly. I take her face into my hands and tilt her head back to deepen the kiss. She hooks her other leg around my hip and squirms closer to me.
      I’m already hard. She always feels so good. Fuuuck. An hour. I want more than that. I want to take my time, working her into a blissful frenzy. I want us sweaty and breathless, our muscles rubbery and tired.
      Hope tightens her legs, pulling me into her hard. Fuck it. I’ll make it work.
      I break away from the kiss to tug her shirt over her head. “Where?” I pant. We’ve been christening my apartment since I moved in. A new place each time. We’ve already covered all the counter space in the kitchen.
      “Fifty-five minutes, Mason. I don’t care where. Just get inside of me now or I’ll—”
      “You’ll what?” I tease her through a smirk.
      “Implode,” she breathes.
      I lean back, unbuttoning her jeans. “We cannot have that.”
      She drops her lashes, hooding her eyes, and licks her lips. God, she’s perfect. Sliding her hands under my shirt, she caresses my stomach in slow circles. My muscles twitch at her touch and I drag her off the counter. Resting her on her feet, I make quick work of removing the rest of her clothing. I kneel in front of her to free her feet from the bunched material at her ankles, pausing to place a wet kiss against each scar on her inner thigh.
      Hope shivers and traces my jaw with her fingertips. “I love you,” she murmurs.
      I grin as I pull her down to the floor with me. We haven’t made love here yet and I can’t wait any longer. She works my belt free and I lick the skin on her neck right where her pulse is throbbing furiously. “I love you,” I say against her heated flesh.
      I raise up and help her get my jeans off. She pushes me until my ass is on the cold tile floor and my back is pressed against the chilly surface of the cabinet door. It does nothing to cool my desire. 
      She straddles my thighs, guiding me inside herself. She feels incredible. I growl into her shoulder. “The kitchen floor,” she says softly, “is christened.” As she moves quicker, I let my head fall back against the cupboard and grind my teeth. 
      Ever since she got on the pill and we stopped using condoms, my performance time has taken a hit. It’s even worse when she gets on top and rides me like this.
      Guess we aren’t going to need the whole hour after all.
      “Mason,” she sighs, “you feel so good.”
      Shit. I nearly release my load right there, but I slide her off me and lay her back. She trembles against the frigid floor, but I have full intention of warming her up. I lower my mouth to her stomach and trail kisses over the bone of her hip, down her thigh, working my way in between. I flick my tongue out and taste her. Her legs try to close and I hold them open as I continue to devour her.
      It doesn’t take long before her hips are coming off the floor, her fingers knotting in my hair, and she’s panting my name. She claws at my shoulders, pulling me up her body until I’m hovering over her. I grip her bare hips as I rock into her. Her legs circle my waist as she closes her eyes and moans.
      “Look at me, Hope.” She does, her blue eyes meeting mine. “I love you,” I tell her again. I dip my head to capture her mouth, kissing her deeply. And I know the best decision I ever made was staying in Ohio.


2 Hope
      
      
      I’m dragging ass today. Mason’s distraction techniques wore me out, plus I had too much on my mind to sleep last night. I have a lot going on this week.
      The first being the reason I’m trudging through this cold downpour toward the shitty brick building in front of me.
      It’s my first day of therapy.
      I find the right door and stare at it. Mason wanted to come with me. He begged, actually, but I wanted to do this alone.
      Now I’m realizing how stupid that idea had been. I pop a piece of gum into my mouth, wishing I had a bag of candy. I should have brought some Starbursts to chew on.
      My hand is shaking as I reach for the doorknob. I drop it quickly and head back the way I came. Pacing back and forth under the small awning, I pull out my cell and debate over who to call. The rain is hitting the aluminum hard and I can’t concentrate.
      If I call Mason, he’ll show up and I’ll feel… I don’t know, but I’ll feel like I’m doing this for him and not for me. I’ll end up pretending I’m okay and I’ll go in there just to make him happy. This will help us, but it has to be done for me.
      My finger hovers over Guy’s name. If I call him, he’ll be sweet. He’ll comfort me and give me some encouraging bullshit about how I can do anything I put my mind to.
      Damn it.
      It’s so cold. My teeth won’t stop clicking together as I shiver.
      I can’t do this. I can’t.
      My head falls back into the cool brick wall and I pinch my eyes together tightly. I will not cry.
      I blow out a frustrated breath and scroll through my contacts until I find the right name, hitting send before I can change my mind.
      “What the hell are you doing?” Chase asks immediately. No greeting—just cuts straight through the BS.
      “I can’t do it,” I mutter.
      “Shut up with the Debbie Downer crap. You can go to an appointment—you just don’t want to. There’s a difference. You’re already…five minutes late.”
      I watch a car pull into a parking space and a young guy gets out of the passenger side. I mean, really young. He can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen. He looks up as he approaches the door that I’m huddled in front of. Our eyes meet and he pauses. Something passes silently between us and he nods. Without a word, he reaches around me, forcing me to move, and opens the door. But he isn’t going in—he’s holding it open for me.
      Panic rises in my chest and my heart pumps furiously.
      “Hope, you can do this,” Chase states firmly. “Quit fucking around and go.”
      I nod. I don’t know if I’m responding to Chase even though he can’t see the gesture, or if I’m acknowledging the kid. Either way, I end the call and tuck my phone into my back pocket as I pass through the threshold into what I expect is the entrance to Hell.
      
      
 ~*~*~*~
      
      
      I get the first text nearly an hour later, at exactly five o’clock on the dot. I know Mason is worried and he wants to know how the session went. But I haven’t even stepped out of the office, and I’m just not ready to talk about it yet.
      I need to take a minute to organize my thoughts and sort my emotions.
      I need to breathe.
      This is only the first day and I already had to unearth so much. Veronica Kohl is probably a nice person outside the office, but behind those doors, she’s pure evil. She pissed me off. She made me cry. And she made me say it out loud.
      “Own it, Hope.” Those were her words.
      So I did. After glaring at her for close to ten minutes while she sat there patiently, I said it. I told her that my mom’s boyfriend molested me when I was twelve. I told her that my mom was a worthless addict. I told her my mom died and left me behind.
      And then I told her that I cut myself. That I’ve come up with many unique ways to hurt myself in order to control the emotional pain.
      When I was done spilling my guts, Veronica smiled at me and claimed we made progress.
      But as I sit in my car watching the rainwater blur my windshield, I don’t feel like I’ve accomplished anything.
      I feel shaky and my stomach hurts. My mind won’t shut up. It’s so fucking loud and I just want it to stop.
      My fingers grip the steering wheel, squeezing until my knuckles are strained and white. I know how to silence it. I can make it all go away, if only for right now. One swipe of a razor. That’s all it would take.
      I press my forehead against the space between my hands. It’ll most likely leave a big, red steering wheel impression, but it’s cool and it feels good.
      My phone beeps again, alerting me to another text.
      My jaw clenches as I fight against the stinging in my eyes. No more tears today. Just—no more.
      I start the car and get some music going. That will help. I put on my seat belt, adjust the heat, and check my mirrors. When I’ve run out of ways to stall, I open the messages on my phone.
      The first one’s short and simple. 
      Him: HOW’D IT GO?
      The second one—not so much. 
      Him: ARE YOU OKAY? DON’T SHUT ME OUT. I’M HERE. PLEASE LET ME KNOW YOU’RE ALL RIGHT.
      I shiver and it has nothing to do with the fact that I’m wet and cold. It’s this boy. This man. This incredible person that is mine.
      I don’t want him to worry about me, so I send him back exactly what I’m thinking.
      Me: I’M NOT ALL RIGHT, BUT I WILL BE. JUST NEED A MINUTE. LUV U.
      I don’t wait for a reply. I throw my phone into the passenger seat and head out of the parking lot. It’s the first time since I met him that I don’t think I’ll find what I need in Mason.
      Right now, what I need is a mom.
      It’s just too damn bad I don’t have one.


3 Mason
      
      
      I can’t sleep. Storms usually lull me into an infant-like slumber, but not tonight. The thunder reflects the turmoil inside of me too well.
      I pick up my phone and check for missed calls or texts for the hundredth time tonight. When she said she needed a minute, it wasn’t like I took that literally, but it’s been seven and a half hours. I can’t believe she hasn’t called.
      I call Guy again. If anyone would know anything it would be her best friend and foster brother.
      “She’s still not here,” he says, his voice tired.
      “Damn it. Has she text you again?”
      “Not since the text I told you about an hour ago. She had a hard time today. She needs some time. Dad said they already talked about this. He told her as long as she went, she could handle it however worked for her.”
      “I still think one of us should have gone with her.”
      “I know. I tried. You know how she is.”
      Yeah. I know. Stubborn as hell. “All right. Call me as soon as you hear anything.”
      “Will do, man. Try to get some rest. Tomorrow’s another big day.”
      “Sleep? Are you shitting me?” He chuckles and I end the call.
      I lay my cell on my chest and rub my eyes with the heels of my hands. This sucks. Hope better not be pulling her shit again, trying to push me away. I don’t know how many more ways I can make it clear—I’m not going anywhere.
      If my mother—my own flesh and blood—couldn’t bribe (or guilt) me back home to Illinois, then Hope isn’t going to be able to make me leave either. I’m exactly where I want to be.
      Well, not right now. Right now I want to be wherever she is. I want to touch her and know she’s okay.
      Shit. There is no way I’m sleeping anytime soon. I throw the blanket back and pad out to the tiny living room. Maybe I can tire my mind with some TV.
      The remote isn’t where I left it—which is beside the television. Hope gets so irritated when I put it there because “the whole point of a remote is so you don’t have to get up,” or something along those lines.
      As I’m searching through the couch cushions, lightning flashes, illuminating the yard out front. I catch sight of the old Bel Air for just a moment and my heart lunges in my chest with a kick of adrenaline.
      I move quickly to the door, turning the lock, and flinging it open. Hope’s sitting on the one step that makes up my stoop. She’s soaked and I can see she’s shaking. I’m not dressed, but I don’t give a shit. If any of my neighbors are up, they can deal with my boxers. I step out on the slick concrete and scoop her up into my arms. She presses her face into my neck. She’s freezing.
      “What are you doing? Why are you sitting in the rain?” I kick the door closed behind me and take her into the closet I call the bathroom.
      She looks up at me as I sit her on the edge of the sink. “I miss…my mom,” she whispers through chattering teeth.
      My chest tightens with her words. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard her say something like that. Hope’s always claimed to hate her mom for all the messed up shit she did to her as a kid. But hell, I miss my messed up mom too.
      “I miss the times when she acted like a mom,” she adds as I start pulling layers of clothing off her. I start with her hoodie, dropping it heavily to the floor. I pull her shoes off next and she sighs.
      “It wasn’t very often, but she would make the best pancakes and we would race to see who could eat them the fastest.”
      I rub her frozen toes for a moment as I watch the emotions passing over her face.
      “Whatever would make her happy—make her act like a normal person…it would usually disappear by the time we were finished eating.”
      I start to take her shirt off and she pulls back quickly, pushing my hands away. “Don’t,” she murmurs.
      “You’re wet,” I say, stating the obvious. “You can wear one of my shirts.”
      She looks away and shakes her head. And then I realize. I know exactly why she doesn’t want to take her shirt off in front of me.
      “Either you take it off or I will. I’m giving you fair warning, so there’ll be no misunderstanding my motives.”
      She purses her lips and runs her fingers over the hem of her damp tee shirt. “Don’t judge me.”
      I close my eyes and place my lips against her dripping hair. “No judgment. Just show me.”
      Her eyes are glossy when I lean back. She lifts her arms and I slide the shirt off slowly, afraid to see what’s waiting underneath. I don’t see anything on the front except her pale, smooth skin. She shifts uncomfortably and I catch a streak of purple skin in the mirror behind her.
      I bite down on my tongue to keep myself in check. “What happened?” I ask carefully.
      “Therapy wasn’t very fun.”
      I clench my jaw so hard my teeth hurt. My fingers curl into fists. “What happened?” I repeat. The tension in my voice is evident even though I try to hide it.
      She slips off the counter, pressing into me. As she trails her fingertips over my stomach, I know she’s trying to distract me. Normally, this would work. I can never seem to get enough of Hope, but I can still see the bruise across her back.
      As weird as it may sound, I love her too much to have sex with her right now.
      I hold her face in between both of my palms and kiss her softly. “Tell me what happened, Hope.”
      She holds my gaze before finally reaching up to wrap her hands around my wrists. “I don’t like Veronica.”
      Veronica. That’s the therapist. “Okay,” I say. “Fill the gap between the time you decided Veronica was a bitch to the moment you ended up at my front door.”
      She takes a step to the side and wiggles out of her jeans. I take the towel off the shower rod and wrap it around her. She shrugs.
      “I don’t know if I can do this, Mason. It’s too hard.”
      I don’t know what the right thing is to say here. She has to do this. She has to get healthy. But I know better than to tell her she has to do anything. That is one of the most frustrating things about Hope. It’s also one of the best things. She makes up her own mind, the hell with what anybody else thinks.
      I brush my mouth over her neck and pull her into my chest. Tomorrow we can talk this out. But tonight…tonight I’ll just hold her.
      “It’s after midnight,” I whisper against her ear. “Happy birthday.”


4 Hope
      
      
      Mason comes over for my birthday dinner, which goes well. The plan is to tell everyone I’m moving into Mason’s tiny apartment. I’m not looking forward to the actual telling part, but I can’t wait to spend the night with my boyfriend. The thought of sleeping in his arms has me bouncing with excitement.
      As Jenny starts clearing away our plates, I decide to help her—soften her up for the bomb I’m about to drop.
      She pulls the cake out of the fridge and hands me a handful of forks. “I have candles,” she says. I can tell she’s watching me from the corner of her eye, gauging my reaction.
      “Okay.” I’ll blow my germs all over the cake I’ll be sharing with the family if it makes her happy.
      “Eighteen of them.” She sighs and turns to face me. “I can’t believe you’re an adult. I know you’re not mine, but I love you like you are.”
      That catches me off guard and I feel my breath hitch. My heart pumps frantically. I’m not good at these things. But Jenny knows this.
      She turns back to the counter and busies herself placing the small candles strategically on my cake.  “I know you’ve had a rough time. I just want you to know I’m proud of you.”
      I swallow tightly. Ever since Mason’s mom called her and told her—told her that I hurt myself—Jenny’s had this haunted look in her eyes every time she looks at me. It’s part of the reason I want out of here.
      “How can you be proud of me?”
      She whirls around and holds my gaze. “It took a lot of courage for you to go to therapy yesterday. I know it was hard, but you did it.”
      Yes, but you have no clue what I did after.
      “Are we having cake and ice cream or not?” Dylan skulks into the kitchen and I release a relieved breath.
      “Working on it, Dill Weed,” I say. “Grab some plates.” He scowls at the nick name, but does as instructed and follows me back to the dining room.
      As we stuff ourselves with sugar, I open my presents, and then there’s nothing left but to tell everyone my plans. I shoot Mason a nervous glance and he squeezes my hand under the table.
      I sit forward and clear my throat as I twirl my fork through pink frosting. “So, I need to tell you guys something,” I begin.
      “Are you pregnant?” Alec asks, his voice strained.
      “What? No.” I shake my head emphatically.
      “Oh, thank God.” He shrugs at Jenny when she cocks a brow at him.
      Guy’s watching me and I know he’s going to be mad I didn’t tell him ahead of time. I’m not really sure why I didn’t. Maybe because I know how much I’m going to miss him even though I’ll only be ten minutes away.
      “I’m moving in with Mason,” I state.
      “Oh,” Jenny replies softly.
      “Sweet,” Annie says. “I get my room back.”
      “What?” Guy hisses. He glares at Mason.
      “Wait,” Alec says. He puts his hands up, palms out like he’s stopping traffic.
      “You can’t live with a boy unless you’re married,” Addie speaks up.
      “She lives with me and Guy and we’re boys,” Dylan says to Addie. She puckers her brows and shrugs.
      Too many people are talking at once. The only ones who are quiet are the twins as they paint their highchairs with icing, and me and Mason. He locks his fingers with mine and I smile at him.
      “You can’t move in with him,” Misty says. “You’re still in high school.”
      “Yeah, what about school?” Alec asks. He crosses his arms over his chest and narrows his eyes. “You can’t drop out.”
      “You’re dropping out of school?” Misty shouts.
      “What? No,” I say. I shake my head and drop the fork. “I’m still going to go to school.”
      “I can’t believe you didn’t talk to me about this,” Guy spits. He pushes his chair back and stands up.
      “Sit down, Guy,” Jenny says firmly. He just looks at her and she points at his seat. He sinks down and mirrors his dad, crossing his arms.
      Jenny closes her eyes for a moment and takes a deep breath. When she opens them, she looks right at me. “You’ll stay in school?”
      I nod.
      “And you’ll continue therapy?”
      Crap.
      “I’ll make sure she doesn’t miss a session,” Mason announces. “I know how important it is.”
      Jenny smiles weakly at him. “I know you do.” She turns to Alec and brushes her fingers over his forearm. “I think this will be okay.” She shifts back to me. “And if it’s not, you can come back. Anytime. But if we find out—” Her eyes dart around the table. “If you skip out on therapy I’ll drag you back here by your hair.”
      Guy shoves away from the table. “Awesome,” he says, his voice thick with the sarcasm. I watch him as he walks away. 
      Mason nudges me and nods his head toward the doorway Guy just went through. I nod and stand up. I throw Jenny and Alec a reassuring smile. “Thanks. You guys are the best.”
      “Mm,” Alec grunts.
      I leave poor Mason to deal with him and chase after my best friend.
      
      
~*~*~*~
      
      
      I don’t bother to knock. I push Guy’s door open and step inside his room. He picks up his acoustic guitar and heaves himself onto his bed.
      “This will make me happy,” I whisper.
      He presses his lips together and strums a chord. “I know.”
      “Then why are you mad?” I sit on the floor in front of him and search his face for some clue as to what he’s thinking.
      “I’m not mad.” He blows out a breath sending his blonde bangs fluttering. “I’m mad you didn’t talk to me. I should have been the first to know. But I’m not mad you want to move in with Mason. I think that’s…great.” He sets the guitar beside him on the bed and slides down in front of me.
      “I wanted to tell you, but we just decided, and you were still healing from the accident. I didn’t want to upset you.” I roll my eyes. “I’m an idiot.” 
      He presses his knees into mine and pokes my chin. “Yeah. You are.” He smiles weakly. “I’m just going to miss you.”
      “I’m going to miss you too,” I murmur. “You can come over all the time.”
      “I don’t like this growing up shit.”
      I lean forward until my head touches his chest. I love the way he smells. It’s not something I can identify, it’s just this great smell that makes me feel safe. I feel my eyes burn. “Yeah. Me neither.”


5 Mason
      
      
      Waking up to the sound of Hope singing in the shower is the best part of my day. I love the way the smell of her shampoo fills the small apartment. I didn’t realize I was missing anything, but ever since she moved in twelve days ago, I can’t imagine my life any different. How did I sleep in this bed before her scent was on the sheets? Before she was curled into my side every night. Before finding loose strands of her brightly colored hair on my pillow. It seems impossible that I managed to make it through each day without these small, yet consequential pieces of life.
      I rub the sleep from my eyes and my gaze lands on the cello in the corner. Every time I look at it, my heart skips a beat. I glance at the open closet, Hope’s clothes shoved in next to mine. Our closet.
      “What are you smiling about?” Hope asks, gliding into the room wrapped in a towel. Her hair is dripping down her back and I need to trace the trail the water’s made. I grab her hand as she passes and drag her into bed with me. I caress her back. She laughs and I roll us both until I’m on top of her.
      “Good morning,” I say quietly.
      “I love your sleepy voice,” she sighs. Her fingers work into my hair and I close my eyes. I fucking love that. My life is so close to perfect. It’s scary as hell.
      I press my hand into her stomach, spreading my fingers across the towel. She shakes her head. “Don’t start.” Her voice is breathless and I know she doesn’t really mean it. “We’re supposed to be at the house by noon.”
      I smirk at her deviously. “We have plenty of time.”
      Her hand on my chest stops my advance towards her neck. “I have to make the pies.” She swallows and my eyes are drawn to the delicate movement of her throat. I want to put my lips there so badly.
      She pushes against me and I roll off her with a loud groan. “Fine. Go make pie, but I better get a piece of yours as soon as we get home.”
      She pauses halfway to the closet and spins around. Without warning, she pounces on me, forcing the breath from my lungs.
      “Say it again,” Hope whispers against my cheek.
      “Ugh. What?” I croak. Her knee may have grazed a testicle. I may never be capable of having children or walking normal again. “That I want a piece of your pie? I think I tell you that every day.” I adjust her leg, moving it away from the boys, and finally look at her face. Her eyes are bright with excitement and she’s smiling widely. 
      I love her smile.
      “The part about home—as soon as we get home.”
      Jesus. This is why I love this girl. I grip her cheeks and kiss her deeply. “Our home,” I say against her lips. “Our bedroom.” I kiss her again. “Our bed.”
      “Our pie?”
      I laugh. “No, that’s just mine.”
      “That doesn’t seem fair.”
      I clasp her fingers, sliding them down my body, and rest her hand in my crotch. “You get this.”
      She sits up and moves the blanket separating us. “I hope we can find a grocery store that’s open on Thanksgiving.”
      “I’m sure we can. Why?”
      She opens the towel, letting it drop around her. “Because I’m going to have to buy pumpkin pies.”
      I grin at her as I trace her curves with my fingertips. “I thought you were making them homemade?”
      She shakes her head slowly. Moving to her knees, she hooks her fingers into the waist of my boxers. “I’m not going to have time for that.”
      
      
 *******
      
      
      After we get home from dinner at Hope’s family’s, I try to call Mom and Kellin. It’s the first holiday I’ve ever spent without them and I find myself missing them a lot. Especially my little brother.
      I haven’t talked to them since Kel came to visit in October. I took him back to Chicago after the weekend visit and Mom and I got into another argument. She’s hurt I’m sticking with my choice to stay in Ohio—that I chose Hope. She isn’t able to understand how I can love someone that has a mental illness. What she just doesn’t get is Hope’s self-harming is such a small part of who she is. But besides that, it is a sickness.
      
      I asked Mom if she would question it if I found out Hope had cancer. “That’s completely different,” she said.
      “How?” I countered. “Explain to me how it’s any different.”
      “Because nobody asks for cancer.”
      “She didn’t ask to be molested! She didn’t ask for a shitty mom that didn’t take care of her! She found a way to deal with it. Yes, it’s a really fucked up way, but she knows that. She wants to stop.”
      Mom shook her head at me like she pitied her idiot son. “She makes the choice to hurt herself. It’s not healthy, Mace. She’s going to break your heart. You’re too young to deal with such big things.”
      “We’re going to counseling,” I said. “We’re getting help.” We hadn’t started at the time, but I didn’t explain that. We took the steps. We made the appointments. That’s what mattered.
      “Both of you?”
      “Yes,” I hissed. “I’m getting the help I should have gotten when Dad died. But you didn’t think I could deal with that either.” I laughed dryly. “No. You’re great idea was to move. And move. And move. And move again. And mo—”
      “I get it,” she said, cutting me off with a wave of her hand. “I’m glad you’re getting help.”
      “That’s it?”
      “What else do you want?” she asked incredulously.
      I rubbed my face and laughed again. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing, Mom. I already have everything I need.”
      And then I left.
      I didn’t even say bye to Kellin.
      
      The truth is I do need them. I’m happy as hell here with Hope, but there is a piece missing in my life. So damn close to perfect.
      If only I could hear their voices.
      But the call goes to voicemail and I hang up without leaving a message. I don’t even know what to say at this point.


6 Hope
      
      
      I should’ve looked at the caller ID. I almost always do. I don’t know why I didn’t this time. I guess it was my grogginess.
      “Why are you answering my son’s phone at three thirty in the morning?” Mason’s mom, Gabbie, asks again.
      I nudge Mason until he stirs beside me. I hold the phone out to him. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Your mom.” His eyes go wide and he sits up quickly. I know he’s worried something bad happened. It’s part of losing a family member unexpectedly—every out of the ordinary phone call scares the shit out of you.
      I touch his arm reassuringly. I know everything’s all right. She wouldn’t have taken the time to yell at me if Kellin was hurt. From the hour, I’m guessing she just got off work. Bartending doesn’t provide the best work hours.
      “Hello?” His voice is thick with sleep and emotion. I rub gentle shapes into his back. I feel him tense under my palm and I pause.
      “Because she lives here.”
      I watch Mason rub his face. His hand drops to his leg and he sighs, the sound full of irritation. “Because I’m eighteen. This is my apartment. I can move anybody in I want.”
      I strain to hear what she’s saying, but I can’t make it out. Probably better I can’t anyway. The woman loathes me.
      “Because I love her!”
      He jumps out of the bed and paces the room, one hand on his hip, the other clutching the phone so tightly I’m afraid it’ll shatter.
      He stops abruptly and his eyes meet mine. They’re so full of shock and hurt my heart stutters in my chest as I stand up. He grabs my shoulder and hauls me into his chest.
      “You can’t keep him away from me.”
      My eyes close as I realize what’s happening. This is my fault.
      “Mom…please.” His voice cracks and I pull back. He shakes his head and yanks me against him.
      “Fine. I guess you haven’t fucked with his life enough. Let’s just add one more fucking thing you can take away from him.”
      “I’ll say anything I want. I’m an adult—something you can’t seem to understand.”
      “No. Don’t put this on her. You’re doing this. Kellin is safer with us than he is with you. At least with me he gets stability.”
      “She would never hurt him.”
      And I can’t take anymore. I shove him away and go to the bathroom, locking the door behind me.
      Shit.
      Shit.
      She’s right. She’s totally right. Mason just can’t see it because he’s blinded by his feelings for me.
      I have to make this better. I have to do better. No more skipping appointments. I have to get better.
      I close the toilet lid and sit heavily. He’s lost everything because of me.
      Me.
      I am nothing. I’m nobody.
      He deserves so much better.
      He finally gets quiet and I hold my breath.
      “Hope,” he calls from the other side of the door. “Can I come in?”
      I lean forward and flip the lock. His eyes dart over me, looking for cuts and bruises. I shake my head, unable to tell him I didn’t do it. I didn’t hurt myself.
      “I’m sorry,” he utters as he drops in front of me. His arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me into his lap.
      “Why are you sorry?” I whisper. I should be the one apologizing. Not him.
      Not him.
      “I shouldn’t have done that in front of you.” He swings his hand into the wall behind him, hitting it hard. “Fuck. I’m so sorry. She’s being stupid. She’ll get over it.”
      “Mason.” I force his chin toward me. I want him to look at me. To understand. “Your mom is not being stupid. She has every right to keep Kellin away from me after he—after he saw me burn myself. I can go back home. Jenny said anytime. I can move out right now.”
      He shoves his hands into my hair, holding me in place. “This is your home. Here. With me. Please don’t leave me, Hope. Please. You’re my whole life and I can’t lose you. Not after…”
      He trails off and I know what he isn’t saying. Not after everything he’s already lost. Everything he gave up. For me.
      I brush his hair out of his eyes soothingly. “Shh. It’s okay. I won’t go. Just tell me how to make it better.”
      His arms tighten around me. “Just stay. Just hold onto me.”
      I press my mouth to his and grip him as firmly as I can. Dear Buddha, I love this man so much. It wasn’t long ago when I was asking the same thing of him. He did it for me. I’ll do this for him. I’ll do anything for him.
      “I love you,” I murmur.
      “God, Hope. I love you too.”


7 Mason
      
      
      “What if we rented a drum kit?” Guy asks as he accepts the bottle of water from Hope. “Would you play with us then?”
      Hope sits down on the couch and tears open a bag of Starbursts. She hands him a few and I shake my head when she dips the bag toward me. “I think it’d be weird,” she says. “Park can barely hold a civil conversation with me and it’s been so long since we’ve even had a practice.”
      Guy rolls his thumb around the cap and sighs. “Park is insane, Hope. He turns away every drummer. All of them. Either he insists they can’t keep a beat, or they don’t have enough experience, or they sweat too much.”
      Hope laughs. “Sweat?”
      Shaking his head, Guy holds up his hand. “That one’s true. Dude was dripping all over the floor. Dripping. And he doesn’t wear deodorant because ‘it’s bad for the environment.’ What’s bad for the environment is the way that guy smelled. Like old Thai food that sat out in the sun all day. It hurt to breathe.”
      Hope crinkles her nose. “Ew.”
      “I know,” he agrees. “But the rest were all right. I mean, they aren’t you, but they weren’t bad.” He takes a drink and sets the bottle on the table. He shrugs as he looks at Hope. “That’s the real reason. He wants you back.”
      My body reacts to his words before I can stop myself. I fist my hands and narrow my eyes, squinting at Guy. He’s referring to the band—Park only wants Hope playing the drums—but the rest is implied. It’s no secret Park wants to get back together with Hope.
      She nudges my foot with hers and I try to smile, but it feels more like a grimace. Guy chuckles and I flip him off.
      He ignores me and grabs Hope’s hand. “Just one show, honey. Pretty please?”
      “No, Guy. It’s too strange. But I wrote a couple songs you can put music to if you want them.”
      He sits back, sliding his palms over his jeans. “Don’t bother. Park won’t sing them if they come from you, which sucks since nobody else can write lyrics worth a shit.”
      Hope’s brows pull together. “What have you been playing then?”
      Guy huffs out a dry laugh. “Covers. It’s total bullshit.” He turns his head and looks out the window, watching the snow fall. Everybody’s quiet, lost in thought. “I wish everything could stop changing.”
      “Change can be good,” Hope says softly.
      Guy chuckles quietly and raises his eyebrows. “So far it sucks. At least for everybody not included in your little love bubble.”
      “Love bubble,” Hope muses. “I like that.” She opens another piece of candy and pops it into her mouth. “You know, you can join our bubble anytime you want.”
      “Awe, that’s sweet, hon, but I don’t like you that way.” He leans into her and kisses her head. “Keep offering up threesomes, though. I hear it spices up the relationship.”
      “We’re plenty spicy,” I say.
      “Like Thai food,” Hope adds with a wink. I bark out a laugh.
      “I think I just threw up a little,” Guy says, gagging dramatically. “I’m so glad I don’t have to live with you anymore.”
      “You miss my sarcastic attitude and you know it.”
      He rests his head on top of hers and sighs. “I really do. And if I wasn’t gayer than a Christmas sweater, I’d steal you away from this joker in a heartbeat.”
      Hope snuggles into him and I don’t ruin their moment with my shitty retort. Instead I slip out of the room and pull my phone out to call Kel.
      Christmas isn’t going to be the same without him, but at least I can still talk to him.
      
      
*******
      
      
      When you live with someone, you learn a lot of interesting things about a person. Like the way Hope talks in her sleep sometimes. Or how she always has to have music playing when she’s doing something she doesn’t really want to. Or the fact she is always losing everything. The remote, her keys, her birth control pills—that one was scary—her brush, pens, the can opener… I still don’t know how that happened—we never did find it.
      But what I discovered this morning is my new favorite thing about her.
      Hope loves Christmas. And I don’t mean she loves Christmas like the average person. Hope loves Christmas like a kid who still believes in Santa Claus. She’s up and bouncing around the apartment before the sun comes up. She has the tree lit and carols playing.
      “Merry Christmas! I’m so excited to watch you open your gifts,” she says, this huge grin on her face.
      Her enthusiasm is contagious. I lower myself to the oversized recliner and pull her into my lap. “Merry Christmas.” I kiss her cheek and then, because she smells so good, I run my nose over her throat and kiss the underneath of her chin.
      She presses closer to me. “Mason,” she whispers.
      “Hm?”
      “You’re going to make me skip to gift three.”
      I pull back and look at her. “Gift three?”
      “Mm-hm.”
      “Does it involve you naked?”
      She nods, her lashes dropping as she runs her tongue over her lips.
      “Yeah, I want it now.” I swing her onto the couch and follow her over, pulling her shirt off and sinking into her.


 8 Hope
      
      
      Gift one was the complete collection of the Nightmare on Elm Street movies. He loved them and immediately put one in. That’s why Johnny Depp is being pulled into a mattress on our TV on Christmas day.
      Mason got me a really pretty necklace that I know he can’t afford. He got hired in at Newton’s Pizza with me, but he hasn’t received a paycheck yet. Not that we make that much anyway. But the necklace is so pretty. A small blackbird made of onyx on a simple chain. The eye is a teeny little diamond.
      I almost cried when he latched it around my neck and touched the bird with one finger. After a deep breath, I gave him gift two. The song I wrote for him, typed and framed. Up in the corner, I added a picture he took of us the first night I moved in. Our faces are pressed together and you can see his arm holding the camera, but we’re both laughing, happy. It’s my favorite picture.
      He ran his fingers over the glass and then kissed me deeply before he gave me my second present. A box filled with individual packs of Skittles. Like a lifetime supply.
      Then I gave him gift three again.
      Johnny bites it in a bloody way and I stretch. “I should go take a shower so we can get to the house. Jenny wants us there as early as possible.”
      “All right,” Mason says, dragging the words out. He opens his arms, releasing me. I kiss his chin and stand up.
      “Want to come with me?”
      He grins, his green eyes locking on mine. “As if you even need to ask that question.” He pops up quickly and takes my hand, pulling me down the hallway.
      
      
~*~*~*~
      
      
      Watching Mason with my family and knowing he’s missing Christmas with his breaks my heart. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t complain or even tell me he misses them, but I know. I can see it so clearly in the way his eyes focus on the tree and he checks out of the conversation.
      If everything goes right, he’ll never miss another Christmas with them again. I’ve been busting ass to pull my grades up. If I can manage to get into my first choice college, we’ll be in Chicago in about eight months. 
      Studying is actually pretty fun when I do it with Mason. He rewards me for right answers with kisses and candy, which are great motivators. As well as the main prize—Mason going home.
      When we get home, he passes out on the couch. I did get him up pretty early. Seeing my chance, I slip his phone out of his pocket and shut myself in our bedroom.
      With shaking hands, I place the call to his mom. It rings four times and I don’t think she’s going to answer and then the phone clicks.
      “Mason?” Kellin says breathlessly. His voice is so excited and my heart flutters.
      “No, Little Man,” I whisper. “It’s Hope.”
      “Oh.” I can literally hear his enthusiasm deflate. “Hi.”
      “Hi. Merry Christmas. I just need to talk to your mom for a minute and then I’ll put Mason on. Okay?”
      “She’s not going to talk to you,” he says not trying to sugar coat her dislike for me—which I appreciate.
      “Just hand her the phone. You don’t have to say who’s on it.”
      He doesn’t respond, but I hear the shuffling of the phone and then she’s there. “Hello?”
      “Hi Gabbie. It’s Hope.”
      “What happened?”
      “No. Nothing. He’s fine.” I sigh. “Well, he’s not fine. He misses you guys. He wants to see Kellin.”
      “Mm,” she huffs.
      “Listen, I know how you feel about me. And you have every right to hate me.”
      “I don’t hate you, Hope. Not at all. I feel so sorry for you. I’m just scared of what you’ll put my son through. What you’ve already put him through. And Kellin. What he saw.”
      “I know,” I murmur. “I’m sorry.” I’ll be sorry for that for the rest of my life.
      “That doesn’t change anything.”
      “I’m in therapy. I go every week. I’ve only missed one session.”
      “Well that’s good, Hope. I’m glad.”
      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “But it doesn’t matter to you. Does it? I’ll just always be the crazy girl that stole your son.”
      She laughs dryly and the sound resembles Mason’s laugh. My stomach twists. “You can’t understand—you’re not a mother. We have a fierce protectiveness for our children.” 
      “Not all moms,” I say quietly. I feel the tears sting my eyes and I blink them away. “I respect you for that, Gabbie. Can’t you respect me for trying to get better?”
      She’s quiet for a long time and I check to make sure I didn’t lose the call. “I’m sorry about your mom, Hope.”
      I don’t respond. I don’t know how.
      “The thing is, you’re a messed up kid and I don’t trust you with my children.”
      I don’t know where it comes from, it’s like it just spills from my mouth. “You’re messed up too. At least I’m trying to fix what’s wrong with me. You just keep getting worse.”
      Cheese and rice. No. I did not just say that. I’m supposed to be fixing this. Not making it worse. Shit.
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”
      “Yes you did. And you’re right.”
      Okay…
      “Why do you love him?” she asks suddenly.
      “He’s my reason for breathing,” I tell her. “He sees inside me even when I try so hard to hide. And I don’t know why, but he likes what he sees. All that’s bad and ugly about me, he likes it as much as the good stuff.” My vision blurs and a tear slides down my cheek. I wipe it away and go on. “Your son is smart, and funny, and he always does what he thinks is right, no matter what. He looks out for people and when he touches me, it’s like I’ve found a missing piece of myself.
      I could seriously go on all night, Gabbie. He’s amazing. I love him more than anything. And I need him to be happy. He needs to see Kellin. I’ll leave when he’s here. I’ll move out if that’s what it takes. Just let him see his brother. Please.”
      She makes a strange noise and sighs. “I don’t know. I need to think about it.”
      I nod even though she can’t see it. “Okay. Veronica—that’s my therapist—she suggested we try out a family session. Maybe if you came to one…maybe you would feel better.”
      “Have you done anything? Since Kellin saw you? Have you hurt yourself?”
      I swallow down the huge lump in my throat and clench my hand into a fist. “Yes. I’m not going to lie. I have. Once since then. After my first counseling session. But I haven’t since.”
      “Does he know?”
      “Yes.”
      “He didn’t tell me… I just don’t know.”
      “It’s always going to be a struggle for me, but I’m battling it. I fight against it every single day. And I’m getting better. It’s getting easier. Some days are harder than others, but it’s like there was this noose around my neck, choking me. It’s looser now. Some days I can even slip it over my head.”
      She’s quiet again and I wait her out, knowing she’s thinking. I’m just glad we’ve made it this far in the conversation. I thought for sure she’d hang up on me immediately.
      “I know what that feels like,” she says finally. “To feel like your choking.”
      I don’t say anything. I know she’s referring to Mason and Kellin’s dad dying.
      “Set up one of those sessions—the family thing. Give me two weeks notice and I’ll be there. Just me. Not Kellin yet. We’ll take it from there.”
      Oh dear Buddha. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. “Okay,” I breathe. “Thanks Gabbie.”
      “Don’t thank me yet. This could blow up in all our faces.”
      “I know, but I’m trying to be optimistic.”
      “I didn’t think you were the type.”
      I laugh lightly. “I wasn’t.”
      “Mason,” she and I say at the same time.
      “Yeah.”
      “Yeah,” she sighs.
      “Okay, I’m going to go wake him up so he can talk to you. He misses you both so much.” I open the door to Mason sitting up on the couch, his hands clasped together between his knees. He smiles at me and I hold out the phone.
      “Your mom.”
      He takes it, holding it to his chest, and grips my wrist with his other hand. “Thank you.”
      “No problem,” I say.
      “No, Hope,” he utters. His eyes lock on mine and he shakes his head. “Thank you.” 


9 Mason
      
      
      “Have you been using the exercises we talked about?” Wes, my therapist asks me. He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He watches me closely, waiting for my answer.
      “It’s been a rough week,” I say. “Hope’s back on the moving out kick. She has it in her head it’ll make everything better. With Mom, I mean.”
      Wes sits back and scratches his full beard. “What do you think?”
      “It doesn’t solve shit. It’s a band aid. And I don’t want her to go.”
      “So how have you handled it?”
      I sigh. I knew when I sidestepped his question he wasn’t going to let it go. “I lost my temper at work.”
      “What happened?” His eyes lock on mine and I smirk at him.
      “I got fired.”
      He smiles and combs through his beard again. “All right smartass. Back up a few steps. What happened that caused you to lose your temper?”
      I look over his shoulder, fixing my gaze on the framed painting of a windmill. I wonder why, out of all the paintings in the world, he chose this one to display in his office. Windmills are useful, rolling with the wind to help provide some service. Lifting water, breaking grain, generating electricity… Maybe that’s why he has it.
      To remind us we have a reason—a purpose. 
      “What’s up with the windmill picture?” I ask, putting off his question. Again.
      He pivots in his seat and looks over his shoulder. When he turns back to me, he shrugs. “I like windmills.”
      “Why?”
      Another shrug. “My dad collected them. I guess it rubbed off on me.” He drops his hands onto his lap, locking his fingers. “Did your dad collect anything?”
      I narrow my eyes. Nice fucking try Wes, but I’m not biting. I mirror his posture and mimic his shrug. “This dude was hitting on her.”
      “Hope?”
      I chuckle. “Yeah.” My foot starts bouncing, sending my knee up and down, and I look down at the floor. “I fucking lost it. It’s not like I thought she was interested, but she keeps saying she should leave. I got this picture in my head… Her moving out and then he was there—that guy, Shane from work—and I couldn’t make it go away.” I laugh. “The panic—not the image.”
      “So you panicked. Then what?”
      “He’s been talking shit all night, right? And I’ve kept my mouth shut `cause Hope was blowing him off, but then…” I rub my face with both hands, feeling like such an asshole as I look back at it. “She was pulling a pizza out of the ovens and when she bent over, he was staring at her ass.”
      “What’d you do?”
      “Nothing. I didn’t do shit. I didn’t do a God damn thing about another guy checking out my girlfriend’s ass, Wes. You’d have been proud.” I exhale a harsh laugh. “But then he looked at me and said, ‘Soon as you fuck that up, Macey, I’m all over her.’”
      Wes brings his chin up and nods once. “What happened?”
      I lock my fingers on top of my head and take a long, deep breath. “I jumped the counter and punched him in the face. Broke his fucking nose.”
      “That it? Did you stop?”
      There’s no judgment in his voice and it makes it easier to go on. I shake my head. “I had my arm back ready to hit him again and Hope—she stepped in between us. I almost…” I shake my head. I can’t even say it aloud. I almost hit her. I don’t know how I registered her face through the rage, but I did—at the last second, I did.
      Wes is quiet and I look at him, waiting. “Why did you hit him?”
      “He talked shit.”
      “Mason. Why did you hit him? Identify it.”
      “He said he was going after Hope.”
      Wes blinks. Waits.
      I stand up and pace the small room, my hands on my head. “He said I was going to fuck up. But I already have.” I stop and face him. “Losing her is my biggest fear and she wants to leave. I can’t fix it and I can’t stand the idea of any other guy with her.”
      “Do you think maybe she wants to move out to make a way for your brother to visit? No other reason?”
      “I know that’s the reason, but you don’t know Hope. She is always trying to run away when shit gets hard. If she moves out, I know that’ll be it for us. I know it.”
      “You don’t know that. That is your insecurities controlling you.”
      I sit down in my chair and smirk at my well meaning, but undoubtedly dumbass therapist. “No, Wes. That’s fact. I don’t give a shit what your training told you. Hope can’t move backwards. She moves out—she’ll pull away from me. She’ll quit therapy. She’ll hurt herself.” I shake my head slowly. “And what she doesn’t get is if she moves out and I lose her, nothing will ever get better with Mom and Kel. I’ll hate my mom for taking away the person I love most.”
      With a raised brow, Wes leans back, slouching in his seat. “I know you think that’s true, but even you are sometimes wrong, Mason.”
      I laugh at his comment. He’s just as big of a smartass as I am. “It has happened on occasion. I’ll give you that. But I’m right on this.”
      He gives me a doubtful look. “I think you underestimate Hope, but I’m not going to argue with you. Tell me, what did she do after the altercation with—what was his name?”
      “Shane,” I say flatly. I doubt he forgot his name already. Identify the victim. “She was pissed.”
      “And your boss?”
      “Furious. He fired me on the spot. Now I’m jobless. Hope isn’t talking to me. She picked up the extra hours, so I’ve barely seen her. My mom’s coming in a few days. We have a group session with Hope’s counselor. Shit’s pretty bad.”
      “You’re here. Can’t be that bad.”
      I cock a brow and he chuckles. “Well,” he amends, “it could be worse.”
      “Silver lining,” I agree.
      “So let’s talk about the exercises. Why didn’t you use them?”
      “Well, Wes, there’re stupid.”
      He presses his lips together to keep from smiling. “They can be very useful. You want to distract your anger, find other ways you can manage without hurting someone.”
      “I know, but it’s still dumb as hell. Especially when hitting that guy in the face felt so fucking good.”
      “Did it feel good when you almost hit Hope?” he asks, all humor lost.
      I glare at him. “No.”
      “Use the exercises. Have Hope help you come up with different options.” He winks at me. “Who knows, it could be fun.”


10 Hope
      
      
      Spring break couldn’t come fast enough. Between the much needed time off school and Kellin coming for his first visit since Halloween, I was happy to say the least.
      It only took four visits from Gabbie for her to agree with the weekend visit. Mason made it clear at the very first session that the goal—we’re supposed to set small goals for ourselves in therapy—was to find a way that we could all exist in each other’s lives. In other words, he wanted his mom to let Kellin visit, and he didn’t want me to move out or have to leave the apartment in order for that to happen. Two sessions with Alec, Jenny, Gabbie, Mason, and I, and nothing had changed. So Veronica suggested we try Gabbie and Mason alone, followed by me and Gabbie. I don’t know exactly what happened during her and Mason’s, but she walked into ours with a very open mind. She put forth a real effort and I often wonder if Mason gave her an ultimatum.
      At the same time, she made well known to all of us involved that this was the last chance I would receive. If I messed this up in any way, shape, or form, Kellin would never be allowed around me again.
      Here’s the really fucked up part—all the pressure had me wanting to cut.
      I know. It’s disgusting.
      But I haven’t done it. And as it gets closer, my excitement overshadows the need. Plus, seeing Mason happy and relaxed again has me on my best behavior. I will not screw this up for him.
      There was a little while there when we walked on eggshells around each other, afraid to set the other off. After he lost his shit and got fired, I was scared. Scared because I knew part of it was my fault. He was worried about losing me. I was worried I had already lost him. Being the reason he wasn’t able to see his little brother is one of those things—capable of tearing two people apart no matter how much they love each other.
      Today is good, though. Things have fallen back into a routine. We finish our last day before break and we’re both able to come straight home. Mason pulls up behind me and I meet him at the door.
      He leans in and kisses my neck and I grip his shirt, pulling him closer. “You smell so good,” he mutters.
      I reach around him for the mail and nudge him. “Get us inside.”
      With a growl, he fumbles the lock, and practically shoves us through the door. As soon as it closes, we drop everything, pulling our jackets off. He’s kicking his shoes off. I’m ripping my shirt over my head. Our mouths come together and my feet are leaving the ground as he carries me to the bedroom. He tosses me onto the bed and slides my jeans off my hips, gliding them over my legs. I tug his belt, pulling him on top of me.
      “We have to get our fill of this before Kellin gets here tomorrow,” I say breathlessly.
      Mason groans into my bare shoulder. “I can never get my fill of you. It’s like my body absorbs everything you give me, soaking it up and searching for more. You’re my oxygen—there’s never enough and I will always need you to live.”
      Cheese and rice. When he says ridiculously sweet things like that, I just can’t even believe he’s mine. I brush his dark hair out of his eyes and crash my mouth into his. His warm tongue dances with mine as his fingers work the clasp of my bra. I wiggle my hand in between us and unbutton his pants as quickly as I can. Damn. He’s right. Never enough.
      
      
~*~*~*~
      
      
      Because it’s his first time here since I moved in, Gabbie decided she wanted to be close to Kellin. Our place is small enough that it couldn’t be here, and though I’d never say it out loud, I’m grateful. Kel has no issue sleeping on the couch, but Gabbie needs a bed. She’s staying with a friend she used to work with.
      Before that, Mason’s cooking us all dinner. I love it when he cooks, even when he insists on adding vegetables. I sit on the counter eating a Twizzler as I watch his movements. There is something so sexy about the way he lithely chops carrots. I have no idea why it turns me on, but it truly does, and I wish we had more time.
      “Stop looking at me like that or there’ll be no dinner.”
      I smirk behind my Twizzler and scoot off the counter, slipping my hand inside his shirt, and running my fingertips over the patch of dark hair on his lower abdomen. He sucks in a breath and sets the knife down.
      “Come here,” he demands as I try to slither away.
      He sticks a finger into my back pocket and drags me back, winding his arms around me. “Two days. Two days and then your ass is mine.” I shiver at his words. He smacks a kiss behind my ear and slaps my thigh lightly.
      “I can make it two days, but I’m not so sure about you,” I inform him as I pick up our mess from yesterday. I don’t want Gabbie to have any extra ammo. I hang up our jackets and scoop up the mail and toss it on the counter.
      “What’s this?” Mason asks, picking up one of the envelopes. He flips it so I can see the front. My breath catches. I feel my eyes widen and I pluck it from his fingers.
      “Oh, sweet Buddha.” I slam it down and stare at it.
      “Hope? What is this?”
      “Our future,” I whisper.
      He moves behind me. Warm arms envelope me, his chest pressing into my back. I feel his breath in my hair. “Vandercook is in Chicago,” he says quietly.
      I nod.
      “You applied?”
      I nod again, words refusing to move through my lips.
      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”
      I sigh and turn in his arms. “It was supposed to be a surprise.”
      “It is,” he replies hoarsely. “Open it.”
      Shit. I turn back and glare at it, just sitting there. That little bit of paper has the potential to really crush me. It’s not like it’s my only option, but it’s the one I want most.
      For Mason. For me. For us.
      I pick it up and run my fingers over it. Shaking my head, I hold it up. “I can’t. You open it.”
      He takes it slowly and raises his brows. “You sure?”
      “Uh-huh. Just do it.”
      I close my eyes as I hear paper ripping. And I wait.
      “Hope,” Mason breathes and I know. I know before his next sentence. I open my eyes and am greeted with his dimpled smile.
      “You got in,” he shouts.
      I jump into his waiting arms and nearly choke him with my hug. “I got in?”
      “We’re going to Illinois.”
      He pulls back and holds my face in his hands, his thumbs running over my cheeks. “Jesus, Hope. I love you. I can’t believe you did this.”
      I push up on my toes and kiss him. I’d do pretty much anything to make him happy. The knock at the door ends our moment much too quickly, but I don’t care at all. Because now I can tell Gabbie her son’s coming home.
      Mason and I can’t hide our grins and Gabbie calls us on it immediately. We blurt out the news at the same time and she encloses us—both of us—in a suffocating embrace.
      I look at Kel over her tiny shoulder, his face a mix of emotions. “You’re both moving to Illinois?”
      I nod slowly and his eyes drift to Mason. I can’t read the expression on his face, but as his gaze slides back to land on me, I know he isn’t thrilled I’m part of the package.
      Mason must realize this too, but he doesn’t make mention of it. Instead, he claps his hands together loudly and grins. “Who’s hungry?”


11 Mason
      
      
      “I can’t believe you guys are freaking moving to another state,” Chase says. His eyes rake across the apartment and he heaves himself onto the couch. “I blame you for this.”
      I smile. Yeah. I know. They all do. And they’re right, but Hope’s determined to go. She’s been happier than I’ve ever seen her. “It’s not that far,” I offer.
      He glares at me and tilts his chin to his chest. “Anybody tell Park yet?”
      “I have no clue.” I know I haven’t told him, even though I kind of want to. It’s hard to get along with your girlfriend’s ex—especially when the ex does everything in his power to keep himself wedged in her life. The only one who doesn’t seem to understand that he’s waiting for her to come back is Hope. I’d love to be the one to explain to him that it’s never going to happen.
      Annie sits beside Chase and rubs her hand through his purple dyed hair. “Awe, Chase. It’s all right. You’ll still have me.”
      Chase rolls his eyes and shifts away from her. “I feel bad enough. You don’t need to make it worse.”
      Annie crosses her arms over her chest and shakes her head. “You’re such an ass.”
      “No. I’m honest.” He fixes his usually messy hair, pushing it down the opposite way Annie had rumpled it. “You just can’t handle my brutal honesty because I don’t roll it in sugar for you first.”
      “Stop fighting,” Hope says as she comes in the door. Her hands are full of bags and I take them from her.
      “What’s all this?”
      “Stuff I’ll need for my campus housing,” she huffs. “Jenny went a little nuts.”
      I still, and release the bags, dropping them on the floor. Fuck that. I don’t want any part of that shit. I hate she’ll be living in a dorm. We’ll be living separately after all. I try not to think about it.
      Sensing exactly what I’m thinking, Hope wraps her slender arms around my waist. “It’s nine months. We can handle nine months. You act like we’ll be living across the country from each other. We’ll be literally minutes away.”
      “It’s not the same,” I sigh.
      “Oh, boo freaking hoo,” Chase hisses. “At least you’ll have each other. I’m stuck here with this.” He shakes Annie’s arm and she scowls at him.
      “Hey,” Hope says, her hands on her hips. “You get to keep Park and Guy, so I don’t want to hear it.”
      “Yay. I get Broody and Sir Mopes A Lot.”
      “And don’t forget Princess Bitch,” Hope adds.
      “Okay, if that’s me, I’m seriously going to get pissed,” Annie seethes. She flips her blond hair off her shoulder and sits up straighter. “It is, isn’t it?”
      I chuckle because it totally is. Hope presses her lips together and Chase makes a show of whistling dramatically as he looks around.
      “Fuck you guys. I’m going home.”
      “Oh, Annie…no…don’t go,” Chase says flatly. She shoots her middle finger up, holding it close to his face.
      “I know I’m number one. Quit flirting with me.” Chase chuckles at his own joke and she stands up, purposely stepping on his flip flop clad feet. He winces and she grins widely at him.
      “Oops. Sorry.”
      “Man. I’m so going to miss this,” Hope says.
      “She means me,” Chase tells Annie as he pushes her away from him.
      Hell. It hits me suddenly that I’m going to miss all this too. These are the first real friends I’ve made in years and I’m going to be leaving them behind at the end of summer. I look at Hope. I don’t know how she can lose all this. For me. It’s mindboggling she finds me worth it. I’ll be gaining Mom and Kellin, but Hope—her whole life is here. All her friends. All her family.
      I press a kiss to the top of her head, inhaling her scent. Does it make me a selfish bastard to let her do this? I don’t know.
      I just don’t know.
      
*******
      
      
      “What’s up?” Guy says when he opens the door. He steps back so I can come inside and I follow him to the kitchen. He takes a bottle of water out of the fridge and tosses it to me.
      “I need to ask you a question and I want you to be honest with me,” I say.
      He quirks a brow and nods. “Okay.”
      “Should I talk Hope out of going to Chicago?”
      Guy’s eyes meet mine, but he doesn’t say anything. It’s eerily quiet as we stare at one another and I can’t figure out what he’s thinking because about fifty different emotions pass over his features.
      Finally he sighs and leans back against the counter. “You think you can stop her?”
      “I don’t know,” I say slowly. “You know how she gets.”
      Guy chuckles. “Freaking annoyingly stubborn. I know.” He crosses his feet at the ankles and runs his hand over his mouth. “I don’t want her to go, but I’d never ask her to stay.”
      “Why not?”
      “Because what if she did? I don’t want to be the reason she’s unhappy. This way, if she ends up miserable, it’ll be your fault.” He grins at me. I groan, knowing he’s right.
      “Shit.”
      “Yep.”
      My eyes drop to the floor, the black and white tiles blurring. I fist my hands, and take a deep breath. I don’t know what to do.
      “She really wants to go,” he offers. “She’s excited about the school. It’s step one into that art therapy she wants to get into.” His brows furrow as he looks at me. “She said it was your idea.”
      I scratch my neck and nod. “Yeah, I mentioned something about it before, but she never said anything else about it until she got the acceptance letter.”
      “Well she’s hell bent on it now. I don’t think you could stop her if you tried. It may have started out as a way to get you back to Illinois, but it turned into more for her. She wants this. Just be happy and she’ll be happy.”
      We’re connected like that, Hope and I. It’s like there’s some kind of direct link from her happiness to mine, and vice versa. I’ve spent so much time trying to make sure she was content. I don’t know how to step back and let her do it for me.
      I want to go home. I want to be close to Mom and Kellin, but honestly, I’d live in a fucking box in a wasteland with Hope and be content. I just hope the same is true for her.


12 Hope
      
      
      This should feel awkward, but I’ve pulled into this driveway so many times, it’s second nature at this point. I turn off the ignition and take a slow, deep breath, filling my lungs. I have no idea what to expect as I head to the front door. I ring the bell and scuff the toe of my shoe across the crooked wooden step as I wait. I’d like to think I’m sweating because it’s unreasonable hot for August, but I know it has more to do with nerves.
      Mrs. Reed opens the door and offers me a small smile. “Hi Hope. He’s in the basement.”
      “Okay. Thanks.”
      She nods and shuffles over to the couch, lighting a cigarette as she runs callused fingers through her graying hair.
      I stop and glance around, taking in the pictures of Park over the years. I touch one absentmindedly. Inhaling the scent of lemon cleaner mixed with cigarette smoke that is so familiar, I’m hit with a shocking sense of nostalgia.
      And I know I’m going to miss him.
      Park was my go-to when I wanted to escape. He held onto my secrets for a long time and helped me forget who I was for awhile. Now he’s almost a stranger.
      So much change.
      I exhale softly and open the door leading into the basement where Park’s room is located. The cool air hits me immediately and the sticky stench of pot smoke is evident. I flip the switch at the top of the steps so I can see to make my way down. 
      Park doesn’t look surprised to see me, lying back on his bed, elbow behind his head, a joint between his lips.
      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he quips. His lips curve under the joint and he sits up, dropping his bare feet to the cool cement floor.
      “I’m leaving tomorrow,” I say. “Just wanted to come see you before I go.”
      He tosses the joint into an ashtray and blows out a long puff of smoke. Coughing, he stands up and crosses his arms over his chest. “You wanted to see me.” He licks his bottom lip slowly as his eyes rake over me.
      “Yes,” I say even though it wasn’t a question.
      “Did you ever think I might not want to see you?” He laughs softly. “Nah. Of course you didn’t.” He opens his arms and lifts his brows. “You’ve seen me.”
      “Don’t be a dick. I’m trying to say goodbye.”
      “Bye, Hope. Good luck and all that shit.” He turns away from me and lifts his tee shirt over his head, throwing it toward the laundry hamper against the wall. The paint is flaking off and I focus on it for several seconds.
      “I don’t want to leave it like this.”
      He chuckles, the sound gruff. Flipping through a pile of clothes at the foot of the bed, he finds a new shirt and works it over his head before facing me again. “Life is full of disappointments. You should really get used to it.”
      I bite down on my tongue, trying to reign in the anger. Nope. It’s not working. I take a step toward him and narrow my eyes. “I am well acquainted with disappointment. Stop acting like this. We’ve known each other too long. And you said you would try. You said you wanted to be friends.”
      “I wanted a lot of things. I’m over it.” He sits down and I watch him put his socks on, followed by his boots, thoroughly ignoring me.
      When he stands up, I step into him and hug his waist for half a second before I spin away. I head to the stairs, my hand reaching for the railing. As my fingers touch the rippled wood, his voice sends an icy trail down my spine.
      “I won’t miss you.”
      I keep going, glancing over my shoulder at him. I offer him a half smile. “I won’t miss you either.”
      “Not at all,” he adds, smirking.
      “Not even a little.” 
      
      
~*~*~*~
      
      
      As I stand here with Guy, his arms cutting off all airflow to my lungs, I’m grateful for the farewell I had with Park. If it had been anything close to this, there is no way I could have handled it twice.
      With his face buried in my hair, Guy picks me up, hugging me to his chest. “Shit. I didn’t think it would be this hard,” he whispers. “I don’t want you to go.”
      I curl my fingers into his hair, memorizing the texture. “I won’t be far. And I’ll come home all the time,” I promise. “And you can come to me.”
      “You’ll text me every day and call me every night.”
      I nod against his shoulder. “We’ll Skype the weekends I can’t come home. Remind Sam to keep his clothes on. I know how he is.”
      Guy laughs, his breath warm against my neck. “I can’t make any promises. That boy has been insatiable ever since the car accident. Something about enjoying every minute we’re alive.” He lowers his voice, moving closer to my ear. “I have no qualms reminding him how close to death I came. It makes him ravenous.”
      I press my lips together. “Okay, on that note…” I wiggle until my feet touch the ground. We stare at each other with tear filled eyes. He touches my nose with the tip his finger and smiles.
      “I’m going to go crazy without you, honey.”
      “Maybe I’ll go sane,” I say with a grin.
      He nods causing his blonde bangs to fall over his eyes. “Most likely.”
      Annie pushes Guy out of her way and throws her arms around my neck. “Try not to gain that freshman fifteen,” she replies thickly. “If you come home with a fat ass I’ll have to pretend I don’t know you.”
      She steps back and arches one thin brow. “I hear promiscuity is also an issue when girls go away to college.” She throws Mason a look before returning her attention to me. “Of course, you have that, so I’m sure you’re already a little slut.”
      I exhale, blowing my hair away from my face. “The family love is overwhelming.”
      She shrugs. “Send me pictures. I want to document your spiral into obesity.”
      “Don’t you have to go to work,” Guy says, nudging Annie’s shoulder.
      “Yes. By Hope.” She smiles at Mason and wiggles her fingers. “See you around Patel.”
      Mason offers her a half wave and pushes off his car, coming to stand beside me. As his fingers intertwine with mine, I look at my foster family. Shit. I feel the tears stinging my eyes and start blinking quickly.
      “Don’t do it,” Jenny mutters. “If you start then I’ll start.” She pulls me into the twentieth hug of the day. “Call me as soon as you get there.”
      “I’ll make sure she doesn’t forget,” Alec reassures her. I smile weakly. He's not my real dad, but he insisted on driving me like a real dad would. He claimed it was to save on the U-Haul we realized I'd need to transport my stuff since I'm leaving my precious car, Niko behind. He presses a kiss to her forehead and lowers himself into his car. Mason kisses my cheek, brushing his fingers over my neck.
      “See you in a few hours.” He turns to Guy, patting his back hard. “See ya, man.”
      “Take care of her,” Guy says firmly.
      “Scout’s honor,” Mason replies.
      I open the passenger door, but before I can get in, Dylan barrels toward me. I almost lose my balance as he throws his arms around my thighs. “I love you, Hope,” he mumbles against my leg.
      This is how my heart breaks.
      “Love you too, Dill Weed.”
      Jenny scoops him into her arms and I drop into the seat, shutting the door as quickly as I can.
      “Drive, Alec,” I whisper. Before I change my mind.


13 Mason
      
      
      My new apartment isn’t much bigger than a closet, but it’s cheap, and it’s equally close to Hope and Kel. Of course, the fifteen minute drive already feels much farther when I’d become accustomed to having Hope in my arms every night.
      It sucks.
      A lot.
      I lie in my new bed—the one that came with the apartment—and stare at the shadows passing over my ceiling with each car that drives by. I can hear the music drifting from the bar down the road. Laughter and shouting joins the cadence and I sigh.
      Sleep is hard enough when I’m lying here alone.
      Sliding my phone off the nightstand, I send Hope a text. I’d rather call her so I can hear her voice, but I don’t know if she’s sleeping. Plus she has a roommate now and their place is as small as my apartment. I don’t want to piss the girl off. Hope seems to like her and I’m not about to screw that up.
      I don’t get a reply back, so I set my phone back up on the stand and flip to my side. I turn on the playlist Hope made for me and turn it up just loud enough to cut off the outside noise and close my eyes.
      The last thought I have is of Hope.
      The sun beats down on my face and I squint against it. Shading my eyes with the crook of my arm, I groan, and slap blindly for my phone.
      I bring it close to my face and peer out of one eye. I have a text from Hope and it makes my stomach tighten seeing her name, Blackbird, on my phone. I smile and open the text.
      Hope: MEET ME FOR LUNCH BEFORE WORK?
      Me: I’M THERE. WHAT TIME?
      Hope: NOON? MY SHIFT STARTS AT 2.
      Me: SEE YOU THEN. I MISS YOU SO MUCH. I’LL PROBABLY BE EARLY.
      Hope: MISS U 2. SO MUCH. XO
      I grin and push myself out of bed. She better stay tonight. Learning to sleep without her is something I have no desire to get used to.
      
      
*******
      
      
      By 11:45 I’m pulling up to Newton’s pizza. Hope was able to transfer and she likes it better here since she’s changed positions from kitchen to register. She’d rather take the orders than cook them.
      I find a booth and wait for my girl. When the little bell over the door chimes, I look up and am taken aback by the change. It looks good, but I wasn’t expecting it and it just reminds me of how much I hate that she isn’t living with me.
      Hope slides in across from me with a grin. I lean over the table and place a kiss on her lips. As I start to pull back, she takes hold of my shirt, holding me in place. I smile against her lips and decide I don’t give a shit how many people are around as I let my tongue glide against hers. She hums happily and a small groan sounds in my throat.
      With a sigh, she sits back and her eyes are bright with desire. I’m sure we match right now.
      “I like your hair,” I say huskily.
      She touches it absent mindedly and rubs her lips together. “I thought I needed a change. New place and all.”
      I lift a brow. “You’re beautiful. You don’t need to change a damn thing. But I do like it.” I wink at her. “You know I’m a sucker for blue.”
      Smiling knowingly, Hope combs her fingers through the blue streaks. The only other color visible is her natural deep brown. My gaze flicks over it, slightly missing the multiple hues she wore just yesterday. But I know it’s only because I missed out on being a part of it.
      “How are classes?” she asks.
      I smirk. “Early.”
      She laughs lightly. As she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear I do a double take. “What happened to your ears?” I reach toward her, but let my hand fall to the table. Her gauges are dramatically smaller. How the hell did I not notice that happening?
      “I took them out for a few days. Wanted to go down a few sizes.” She shrugs. “I might just let them close.”
      “Huh.” That’s all I manage because I’m not sure how to feel about it. They’re her ears. She can do what she wants with them, and honestly, it’d be nice to be able to suck her lobes into my mouth for once, but it’s too much. Too much change all at once.
      I have this image flash through my mind. Hope with plain brown hair, normal earlobes, sporting Abercrombie and Uggs, mixing into the swell of college students. And me, not being able to find her.
      A chill of dread pulls goose bumps across my arms and I bite down on my lip.
      “What?”
      I shake my head. “Nothing. You look good.” I force a smile. “You’re gorgeous.”
      She returns the smile, but it looks as fake as the one on my face. Something twists in my stomach as I try to ignore the doubt swimming through my head.


14 Hope
      
      
      My roommate’s name is Tatum. She’s only seventeen and looks no older than fifteen. Her love of music rivals mine. She’s quickly becoming a good friend and we just click. With her blonde hair, baby face, and willingness to put up with my shit, which is so akin to Guy, that I secretly refer to her as “The Female Guy.” Or as I also nicknamed her in my phone—Girl. I think it’s hilarious, but when I explained this to Guy, he didn’t see the humor.
      I think he’s jealous, but he’d never admit that aloud.
      Other than Tatum, I’m friendless. I’m really starting to feel the miles between my family and myself.
      I’ve thrown myself into school. It’s so much harder than I thought it would be and I haven’t told Mason, but I get so frustrated sometimes. I don’t regret moving here. Mason is happy and I’m heading toward a goal I truly want. It’s just…hard.
      I usually walk away from hard.
      I bought a box of razor blades today. I didn’t use them. I haven’t even opened them. But I purposely went to the store, picked up the box, walked it right up to the register, and smiled at the cashier as I paid for them.
      Now I stare at them, sitting inside the top drawer of my nightstand.
      A reminder of just how hard everything is.
      As long as I don’t open them, they represent that I’m getting by—even as hard as each day seems, I made it through another one.
      They’re like some fucked up version of a security blanket. Only I can’t wrap this one around myself.
      I shove the drawer shut and pick up my phone. My fingers brush over the screen, pulling up a picture of Guy and Park. I bite the inside of my cheek as I stare at their faces. So familiar, yet so far away, they feel foreign.
      I start up the laptop on my desk and plop down on the chair. Spinning myself in circles, I let my eyes slide over Tatum’s side of the room, and then mine. Tatum’s. Mine. Tatum’s. Mine.
      I feel dizzy, my stomach churning as I stop abruptly with my hand on the desk.
      I pull Facebook up and scroll through the status updates. People living their lives.
      I feel so alone.
      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I should talk to Mason about my feelings, but I don’t want to hurt him. He’ll want to go back to Ohio. He’ll think this is his fault. Really, I’m just weak. Always have been.
      I wonder if he realizes our anniversary is coming up. A year.
      My throat feels like there’s a chunk of something lodged there. I can’t swallow it down. I can’t breathe around it.
      A year.
      My forehead is damp with a sheen of sweat. Panic rolls under my skin.
      A year.
      That’s a big milestone. Really big. A really great big accomplishment. I should be happy. Proud even. But all I can think about is how I’ve taken a year of Mason’s life away from him. Consumed a year with all my crazy. And I’m not better.
      I should be better by now.
      What if I never get better?
      I shove away from the desk and look for my phone and keys. I need to see him. I need him to hold me and tell me he loves me. I need his reassurance that I’m enough. That he can be happy with me. That he is happy.
      Where the hell are my keys? I drop to my knees, the pain of bone against wood sending a rush through my veins.
      My eyes pop up to look at my nightstand. To where my new razors hide in the dark. Behind lotion and pens, notebooks and Aspirin, lies a small box that has the power to take everything away.
      The pain. The memories. The panic pulsing with every beat of my heart.
      The trust. The second chances. Mason.
      Ugh. I need him so much right now. I just don’t know if I should put that on him anymore.


15 Mason
        
        
       Something’s shifted in the past couple weeks. I don’t know what it is, but Hope is different. She doesn’t smile as often. I can’t remember the last time I’ve heard a real laugh leave her lips. Has it been since we’ve been here? I don’t know. 
       She says everything’s okay. She insists she’s happy. I want to believe her, but I have this sickening feeling in my gut. 
       We’ve seen each other exactly twice this week. Once for lunch on Monday, and again on Thursday when she came over to do laundry. She spent the two hours studying. 
       We’ve only made love twice since we moved here. And conversation is almost nonexistent. It may not seem like a big issue to anybody else, I mean, we’re at two different colleges. She lives in her campus housing. I’m in an apartment. She’s busting her ass to keep up with her work load. I spend my spare time catching up on time missed with Kel. I get that. 
       But going from living with her to seeing her a few hours a week is making me miserable. And knowing how I feel, I can’t understand how she says everything’s fine. 
       It’s not fine for me. 
       And she’s changing. Pulling away. Becoming distant. 
       I can’t take it. 
       I insisted on my own apartment for her. I thought she’d spend half her time there, but every night is a new excuse. Too much homework, she’s too tired, she has to work. They’re legitimate reasons, but I have a hard time believing she hasn’t been able to find time for me in the month we’ve been here. 
       I make the time for her. And all I’m asking is for her to sleep in my arms a couple of nights a week. 
       Is it really unreasonable? 
       I lean against the wall across from her afternoon class. My plan is to kidnap her. As soon as she steps out of that room, I’m abducting her and taking her back to my place. I fucking miss her that much. 
       The door opens and students pour out. I stand up straight and wait. She’s looking down at her phone, her fingers tapping out a text, and she doesn’t notice me until I step right in front of her. 
       “Hey. What’re you doing here?” 
       I grin at her, trying to pretend I haven’t been worried about her and our relationship. “I came to pick you up. I’ve missed you. Thought I could make you dinner.” 
       She tucks her phone in her back pocket and looks up at me. “All right. But I can’t stay long. I have a paper to write.” 
       “Work on it at my place. I’ll help you with it.” 
       I take her hand and start walking down the hall. “I don’t want you to help me with my paper. I want to do it on my own.” 
       “All right,” I say slowly. “I’ll keep my mouth shut and just watch you work. You’re sexy as hell when you concentrate.” 
       Hope pulls back, stopping in the middle of the hallway. People have to walk around us and I keep getting knocked around by book bags. I reach for her and she sighs. “I can’t work if you’re watching me.” 
       My jaw twitches as I clench my teeth. “So what are you saying? You don’t want to come over?” 
       She moves past me, walking on without me. I catch up quickly and look sideways at her. “I said I’d come over,” she states. “I just can’t stay long.” 
       “Fine.” 
       I push through the door, holding it open for her and we make our way to my car in silence. As I go to open the car door for her, she reaches for it at the same time. “I got it,” she whispers and my heart pounds in my chest. 
       When Hope whispers it’s never good. 
        
        
 ********* 
        
        
       I set a plate of homemade spaghetti on the coffee table in front of Hope. She sets her book aside and sits forward. 
       “Looks good,” she says. “You sneak any veggies in here?” When she smirks at me I breathe a sigh of relief. 
       “Just tomatoes.” I grin as she takes a bite. “And mushrooms.” 
       “Freaking fungus.” 
       I chuckle as I go back to get my plate. I sit on the floor across from her and watch her swirl her fork around on her plate. “How were classes today?” I ask. It’s usually a safe subject. Pretty much the only thing she ever talks about. 
       “Okay.” 
       Or not. 
       I set my fork down and search her face. “Hope. Talk to me.” 
       She doesn’t look up, but she slides off the couch, sitting on the floor as well. “I started going to the new therapist.” 
       “What? When?” 
       “Yesterday was my third visit.” 
       Third. So three weeks. Pretty much the entire time we’ve been here and I didn’t even know. “How’s it going? Do you like her?” 
       “Him. And I don’t know. I don’t know if I like him. I don’t know how it’s going.” 
       I wait because her voice dropped with each sentence until I could barely hear her. There’s more and I don’t want to push her or she’ll pull even further away. 
       “He thinks I need to spend some time by myself.” 
       “What?” 
       She lifts her head to meet my eyes and I can’t read her at all. It scares the hell out of me. “He recommended we take a break so I could figure some things out.” 
       “A break,” I repeat flatly. A break. Like the break she took from Park? Hell no. “Well fuck him.” 
       She squints at me, her nose crinkling. “I don’t know what to do.” 
       “Don’t listen to him for starters,” I spit. 
       “I just need some time, Mason. I’m confused.” 
       “About us?” 
       She looks at me blankly and I feel sick. I stand up, taking my plate with me, and throw it at the wall. Hope startles and pushes herself to her feet. 
       “Hope,” I utter. She’s shoving her things into her backpack and all I can do is watch her helplessly. “I’m sorry.” 
       “It’s fine, Mason. I just need to go write that paper.” 
       “What? You can’t go—” 
       “I can’t stay. I can’t…” She shakes her head. “I just have to go.” Her voice cracks. My lungs contract. 
       “Let me get my keys.” 
       “It’s fine. It’s not far and I need the air.” 
       “Hope,” I plead. God, please no. Please don’t do this. I know—I know if she walks out that door it will change things for us forever. 
       “I’ll call you,” she whispers before slipping out my door. 


16 Hope
        
        
       I lie back on my bed and place my phone on my chest. I told him I’d call, but I haven’t. It’s been three days. He didn’t try to contact me the first day, but since, he’s called several times a day and sent countless texts. He showed up here yesterday and I begged Tatum to lie to him. She reluctantly sent him away. I had to dodge him at school this morning. Now with the weekend upon us, I have no idea how to avoid him. 
       The calls from Guy started about four hours ago. 
       I turned my phone off two hours ago. 
       I close my eyes to keep the tears back and my mind won’t quit spinning. I’m a myriad of emotions. Just a big blob of feelings and I wish it would just stop. 
       I’m exhausted, both physically and emotionally. 
       Without opening my eyes, I reach over and pull the nightstand drawer open. I glide my fingers over the items inside, moving to the very back until I feel the small box. I grip it tightly and bring it to my chest. Drawing the blanket over my head, I drift to sleep. 
       It feels like seconds later when the blanket is ripped off me and I open my eyes to see Guy and Chase standing above me. And they’re seriously pissed. 
       Guy pries the box from my fingers and hands it back to Chase. “Get the fuck up.” 
       “Go away,” I mutter as I reach for my comforter. Chase stomps his foot down on it, shaking his head. 
       “Get up,” Guy says again, “or I’ll drag your little ass out of that bed myself.” 
       I glare at him. “I’m tired. I haven’t been sleeping well.” 
       “Maybe if you answered your God damn phone we wouldn’t have had to drive out here. But since we’re here, we aren’t leaving.” 
       Chase crosses his arms, tucking my box into his armpit and nods his agreement. “You scared the shit out of us.” 
       I groan. “Did you tell Jenny and Alec?” 
       “Not yet,” Guy replies. He sits beside me and pulls my arm. “Did you cut?” 
       I point at Chase. “The box is still sealed.” 
       “That doesn’t mean shit and you know it.” 
       I elbow my way up. My head hurts and my eyes burn. “No. I didn’t cut myself or do harm to myself in any other way.” And then I laugh because seriously—didn’t I? Didn’t I hurt myself when I told Mason I needed a break? Didn’t I hurt myself when I didn’t call him? When I ignored his calls? 
       “What the hell’s going on?” Guy hisses. “Mason said you broke up with him.” 
       Dread shivers through me and I just start crying. I can’t stop. I sob in a really gross and loud way because I know I fucked everything up and I have no idea how to fix it. 
       Guy pulls me into his lap and wraps his arms around me. His fingers comb through my hair, but I still cannot stop crying. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. 
       “Tell me, honey,” Guy murmurs into my ear as he rocks me back and forth. 
       I try to catch my breath so I can get a sentence out, but air just won’t come. 
       “Shh. Calm down.” I feel his head lift and the blanket swarms around me. “Go get her some juice and a big bag of Skittles.” 
       I shake my head, crying harder, but I can’t get the words out. I don’t want Skittles. It can’t be Skittles. 
       “Shit,” Guy hisses. “Sorry. Starbursts. Get her Starbursts. And Twizzlers.” 
       I realize it doesn’t even matter because they all hold a memory of Mason. 
       “And call him. Let him know we got her.” 
       I’m not sure how much time passes, but the tears slow, and I can catch my breath a little easier. Guy wipes my face with the corner of my blanket and I slip off his legs, settling back on the bed. 
       “It’s nothing like I imagined,” I whisper. “We get here and everything is so different. I feel like I’m drowning, Guy. I can’t figure out which way I’m supposed to swim, so I just keep sinking. I need to breathe. I can’t fucking breathe.” 
       I gasp and push against my chest because it hurts so badly. 
       “He’s there and I’m here. I’m struggling in all my classes. I have nobody but him. I can’t count on him for everything. He needs a life too. He deserves his own life.” 
       I grasp handfuls of hair and tug. 
       “I thought I’d surprise him a couple weeks ago. I went over to his campus. I just needed to see him… He didn’t know I was there, so I watched him, waiting for him to notice me.” I shake my head and fist my hands. “He was laughing and talking. All these people—all these girls were surrounding him. I realized that he could have any one of those girls. Hell, Guy, I think he could have all of them. And all I could think is why me? Why would he be with me when he could have these beautiful, normal girls that don’t hurt themselves? Girls his mom would like. That Kellin wouldn’t be afraid of. That he could have a good life with.” 
       Guy clears his throat as he regards me. “Mason loves you. He wants you. He doesn’t want other girls.” 
       “Yeah, but why? I feel like he’s only with me because he has this need to save everyone.” 
       “No,” Guy says, his voice harsh. “He was head over heels before he knew about your demons. Jesus. Why are you trying to kill this?” 
       I gape at him, speechless. 
       “Seriously, Hope. This is such bullshit. You drop everything and everyone to move out here for him and then you pull this? Give the man some credit. He’s been with you for a year—” His eyes go wide with realization and I duck my head. 
       “You dumbass. Get the hell up. We need to fix this now.” 
       I shake my head. “It’s too late. We can’t go back from this.” 
       “Shut up. You don’t get to talk anymore. I am so mad at you.” 
       The door cracks open and I’m expecting to see Chase, but my gaze locks on Mason’s green eyes and my entire body trembles. 
       “Chase called me,” he explains softly. 
       “Ah, good,” Guy says. “Get over here. You two need to talk.” He stands up and as he passes Mason, he pauses. “If you can manage to not murder her, I’ll buy you dinner. If not, I’ll see you in ten to twenty.” 
       Mason cocks a brow and reluctantly lowers himself beside me. 
       “Hey,” he utters. 
       “Hey.” 
       Guy closes the door behind him and Mason and I sit in silence for a moment as I try to gather my thoughts. I inhale until my chest burns and let it out in a rush. My body won’t stop shaking and I close my eyes. 
       “Is is too late for us?” I ask him. 
       “No,” he answers immediately and I open my eyes. He’s watching me and there’s something in his gaze that makes my heart flutter. 
       I lean forward, needing to feel the soft warmth of his lips. I mean for it to be a quick kiss, just something to give me the courage to say what I need to say, but Mason has other ideas. 
       His hands grip my neck almost painfully, holding my mouth to his, and his tongue brushes over my lips. When I take a surprised breath, he uses it to his advantage, slipping inside and deepening the kiss. I shiver and a sound bubbles up my throat.  
       Mason growls and his mouth moves against mine fiercely. 
       “Do you still love me?” he whispers into my lips. 
       “Yes,” I moan. 
       “Then it’s never too late.” 


17 Mason
 
 One year later 
        
        
       Because our one year anniversary was spent apart—I still count it even if we were kind of broken up—I’ve made sure that our second anniversary will be memorable in a much better way. 
       I fill our apartment with tulips because Hope isn’t into roses—she insists they smell funny. Bringing in pieces of our first date, I light candles, and set our dinner of mushroom ravioli on the table. For desert, Oreos. 
       Just to make her smile, I leave a trail of Skittles leading from the door to the table just a few feet away. Then I put on her favorite love song playlist. 
       When I hear her key in the door, I glance around quickly and take a deep breath.  
       This is it. 
       I’m met by a huge grin. She lets her eyes drift through the room before returning them back to me. 
       “Happy anniversary,” I choke. Shit. My hands won’t stop shaking. My knees are even trembling and that just pisses me off. I need to quit being such a pussy. 
       “Are you okay?” she asks, moving toward me with concern. “You’re really pale.” She straightens suddenly, placing her hand on my arm. “Are you shaking?” 
       I grab her face and pull her into a long kiss. As her taste touches my tongue, I feel myself relax. Her body molds to mine, her leg sliding up to lock around mine. I love that I can still affect her like this. 
       We break apart and I grin at her. “I’m perfect,” I murmur. Guiding her into the chair, I brush her hair back so I can fully see her face. “I made you dinner.” 
       “Did you put vegetables in it?” 
       I nod. “Mushrooms.” 
       “Freaking fungus.” She beams at me. “Happy anniversary, Mason.” 
       “Two years,” I say. 
       She tilts her head to the side, studying me. “Two years,” she agrees. I sit down across from her, but I can’t eat. I’m pretty sure I’d just choke on it, or puke. 
       Hope narrows her eyes and crosses her arms on the table. “Okay. What’s wrong? Is this the year you freak out?” 
       I bark out a laugh. She has no idea. “No. Not freaking out.” 
       Liar. Liar. Liar. 
       “Okay… Well everything looks great. And just so we’re clear, I’m totally eating those Skittles, floor or not.” 
       I laugh again, the sound full of the nerves I can’t shake. 
       “All right,” Hope hisses. She stands up, placing her hands on her hips. “What’s going on? You look like you’re dying over there.” She takes a shaky step toward me. “Cheese and rice, Mason. I’m the only one around here who is allowed to get crazy. If there’s two of us that’ll just be too much insanity in one room. We’re on a budget—I can’t afford straightjackets.” 
       I give her a crooked smile and stand up. God damn I love this girl. “I have a gift for you.” I take the little papers from my pocket and grab her hand. As I slide the Starburst wrapper ring onto the finger of her right hand, I take a breath, holding it for a moment. “This is what I was going to give you last year, but… Well you know.” 
       She smiles sheepishly. “Yeah. I know.” With a twist of her wrist, she admires the silly paper ring. 
       I lower myself to one knee, and her eyes widen. Her left hand is trembling as badly as my entire body is when I lift it toward me. “And this is what I got you this year,” I whisper as I slip the small diamond engagement ring past her knuckle. I gaze up at her, holding her blue eyes. “I’ve loved you ever since the moment you kicked Christian Dunkin’s ass. I’ve never stopped and I never will. I know this is early—we’re still in school—but I figure if I ask now, that gives you time to freak out, and maybe by our third anniversary we’ll be able to make the engagement official. I guess it’s typical to be engaged for a year or two, so by our fifth anniversary, we’ll have graduated, you’ll be ready, and we can get married.” 
       She lowers herself in front of me. “You’ve thought this all out.” 
       I nod. “Pretty much, but it’s all subject to change. If you want to go to Vegas tonight, I’m game.” 
       I’m still shaking. She still hasn’t said yes. Of course, she’s still here, so there’s that. 
       “I don’t need to wait until next year to make the engagement official. We can do that now. But you’re right, a wedding better wait until after graduation. I don’t want to piss your mother off again.” 
       I freeze, my eyes flicking over her face. “Is that a yes?” 
       She laughs softly, her gaze now glossy. “It’s a hell yes.” 
       I tug her into me and our mouths meet fiercely. “I can agree to that. We can forgo the whole graduation party and just throw one hell of a reception.”  
       I run my palms down her sides. She moans and shoves my shirt up. I pull back and raise my hands, helping her get it over my head. She reaches for hers and I stop her, shaking my head. 
       “No,” I utter hoarsely. I look down at her Beatles tee shirt and grin. “Leave that on, Blackbird.” 
       “Kiss me,” she sighs. 
       And so I do. 
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