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To the rest of us. 
The ones walking around blind, who were given band-aids when what you really needed was stitches.
May you find your way.






one


My name is Ruby Vaughn, and I’m an expert on how not to live. 
I’m not sure when it all started—my toxic love/hate relationship with making terrible decisions. I could say that it was when I met him; that’d be the easy thing to do, but it doesn’t feel right. No, it was earlier—back when I was young and hopeful and thought that good things happened to good people and bad things only happened if you deserved it. Then, I got the bad things, and the world began to chip away at all the little things that made me ‘me,’ and I told myself that I must have deserved it. 
Did I deserve it? 
“Ruby, I need two more of the Scottish Kilt Lifters and three tequila shots.”
“Got it,” I tell Aria. It’s Friday night at The Post Office. Not the place where you send your mail—or at least not anymore. It used to be an actual post office. Now, it’s a bar. The owner, Dane, got super creative with the name. But the vibe is good and so are the drinks. Admittedly, as the bartender, I may be a little biased, but I am good at what I do. My pour hand is always a bit heavy, and more so as the night goes on, but I haven’t gotten many complaints, and I wouldn't take them to heart if I did.  In fact, I try not to make a habit of taking much of anything to heart.
I get Aria her order and make my way down the bar, making sure that everyone has a full drink before I go. It’s past one, which means I’m done for tonight, and a little bit earlier than usual. I grab my coat and I’m about to head out the door when I spot a familiar face across the bar. 
Alex. He’s the guy in the apartment above mine. But not just that, he’s one of my closest friends. But not just that either, if I’m being honest. I must have been way too in my head tonight. I didn’t even notice him come in, and he isn’t really the type of person who you just don’t notice. 
“Ruby!” he says, waving me over. Cori turns around and waves at me, smiling. It guts me a little, even now, after seven months of seeing them together. It’s kind of my fault, really. Cori used to work here too, and I didn’t mean to set them up. I didn’t know when I invited Alex to drink with us that he would take her home. I didn’t know when he took her home that they’d be inseparable from that point on. It was a relief for me when she finished school this summer and moved on to bigger things. I’d liked her from the moment I met her, but it was hard working with her afterward. She became one of those people who gave me that sinking feeling. 
I couldn’t blame her, of course. How could she have known? I didn’t say anything, and there wasn’t much to say, really. I met Alex; we hit it off. He helped me move in and we stayed up all night talking. The next day was the same, and then the next. And then after a night of drinking, we came back to my apartment, and he kissed me and told me that we could never be together. That was that. The next day, he went on like nothing happened, and so did I. We stayed friends and we got closer, and it got harder instead of easier. I waited for it to wear off, but it never did. He'd call me his best friend, but it seemed like more than that. It was deeper than that. The only problem is that, apparently, I was the only one who noticed. 
“Hey, guys. Um…I am super tired, I really can’t stay,” I tell them. What a bummer. 
“Oh, come on, Ruby, just one shot,” Alex says smiling, his hand grabbing mine. “Sit with us.” 
“Yes, please sit with us, Ruby!” Cori says. 
So, I sit, and as I am wont to do, I take the one shot, and then I need a couple more because I’m sitting in the middle of my pain, and I don’t know why I do this to myself. I ask her about her new job, and she tells me about it enthusiastically. I zone out, focus on my face. Why does she have to be so fucking nice? It just makes me feel terrible for feeling the way I do. 
Maybe I’m the bad guy in this story.
“So yeah, it’s going amazing. My boss is the coolest guy, the office is really chill. The only thing that sucks is the commute. I’ve been telling Alex that I think I will need to move further north so I can get some of my life back,” she says. 
“Yeah, but then it will be harder to see you than it already is. You pretty much live there already. Ruby, what would you say if Dane wanted you to work 10-hour days?” Alex asks. 
“That’s not the same at all, Alex. I’m still trying to establish myself there. I’m trying to differentiate myself…” 
“I’d say…thanks for the money?” I offer with a shrug. 
“Anyway, Ruby, what is new with you?” she asks. 
“Nothing,” I tell her. Nothing is ever new with me. Not for a while, anyway. 
“Are you seeing anyone?” she asks, innocently. Does she really have no idea? 
“No, she isn’t seeing anyone,” Alex answers. 
“I’m not asking you; I’m asking her. Just because you’re neighbors doesn’t mean you know everything about her. You forget we worked together. Long, late shifts. Into the wee hours of the night. I know a lot about her, too. Things you don’t know, I’m sure.” 
“Oh, really?" he says, giving me a look. I’m not sure what it was. Intrigue, maybe? Curiosity? Something else? 
“There’s no one,” I say plainly. “I’m not seeing anyone.” 
“What about Scooter Guy?” she asks. “You know he only came in here for you.” 
“Scooter Guy is…no. First of all, we called him Scooter Guy. And secondly, operating a scooter drunk is still drunk driving, no matter what he says.” 
“Okay,” she says, taking a sip from her whiskey and coke. “That’s fair, I guess. He was funny, though.” 
“Yeah, he doesn’t really come around anymore. It’s weird how the crowd changes. I wonder, sometimes,” I say, “where they go, you know?”
“Yeah,” she says, “I do.” 
“I know what you mean, too,” Alex says, and I’m reminded of what I walked into. “I wonder where Cori is a lot now.” 
Judging by the look on her face, this had struck a chord. He both looks and sounds drunker than I’m used to seeing him. Either that or I’m used to out-drinking him. Sensing the awkward tension, I decide not to stick around to hear the rest and instead announce that I’m going to hit up the bar. I sit and watch from a distance for a couple of minutes and then, when it seems like they start to argue, and I use the opportunity to make my way to the door and out into the warm, October air. We’re having one of those years—where the Seattle summer bleeds late into fall, and I’ll take it—every minute of it. I breathe in the smell of salty air and dry leaves and will it to sober me up a little, but I know that it won’t work. I start most of my days with a hangover. Tomorrow won’t be much different. 
I stumble down a staircase and into my murky, basement studio apartment. It’s small and dark, save for one tiny window at street level that lets in just a little bit of light and that's only when the sun shines just right but it’s fitting because I think I’m the same way. It isn’t much, but everything in it is mine. The tiny kitchen, the full-sized bed on pallets in the corner, and the dark green velvet couch are enough for a girl that doesn’t like to cook, keeps weird hours, and just needs a couple of comfy spots to sleep and write. The potted plants are barely hanging in there, but I haven’t let them die completely quite yet. Most importantly, it’s a safe place for me to exist.  I didn’t always have that, and most days, just having that is enough on its own.
I slide into bed and loudly exhale my day. Just as I’m about to fall asleep, I hear a knock at my door. 
“Hey. Cori and I had a huge fucking fight. Can I sleep on your couch?” 
“Sure,” I tell Alex. What are friends for? 
I hold the door open, and he passes through without saying a word and is seemingly asleep as soon as his body hits the sofa. It’s not unusual for him to do this, or me the same, but is it okay? It feels good to be needed like this, but it doesn’t feel normal. I get back into bed and find it harder to sleep with him merely feet away, and me just teetering on the edge of drunk enough to say all the things I’d really like to say.
But I already know that none of it would matter. 
[image: image-placeholder]I wake up—with a headache and the hangover I had anticipated—to the sound of Alex shuffling around in my kitchen and one of my favorite smells. He’s making coffee. Thank god. If someone were to dissect me, they would probably find that I am 70% coffee and the rest a mix of vodka, whatever bodies are actually supposed to be, and sometimes cigarette smoke, depending on my mood. I look towards my window and see that I’ve missed my small allotment of sun for the day, so it must be closer to afternoon than I had wanted it to be. 
“Hey, Ruby,” he says. “Yes, there’s coffee.” 
“You’re still here?” I say, not quite meaning it to come out like that. “What happened?” 
“Yeah, sorry. I crashed here; Cori and I had this big, stupid fight. I was drunk, and she was probably just a little too drunk too—I don’t know. I’m sure it will be fine now.” 
“Yeah, I bet that’s all it is,” I tell him. 
“She makes me really happy,” he says, and I know that it’s true. I’ve seen it. It isn’t necessarily an easy task to take on, and for good reason. Alex is like me—a little bit broken, someone the world took too many things away from too early. I think that’s what it is that draws me to him. I have always felt like no one could ever really know the real me, or maybe they could know her, but they would never understand her. Alex knows what it is like to suffer and to lose and to grow up in survival mode while no one even notices. I can tell him things that I am not even comfortable telling my closest friends. But his light shines brighter than mine. He’s always surrounded by people, he makes friends easily, and he loves deeply. He still craves all those things that make up a normal life, and maybe that’s why he never wanted anything else from me. As for myself, I live much quieter, I love quieter. I take solace in the peace and safety I’ve found in my life, and that’s been enough to sustain me. 
“I’d better go call her,” he says. “Are you working tonight?” 
It’s Saturday, so of course I am. Wait, I’m not actually. Shit, I almost forgot. “No, actually I took tonight off. I have plans,” I tell him. 
“Oh, with who? Evie?” he says with a hint of vitriol. I have no idea what the deal is with those two. My life would be a million times better if they would just get along, or at the very least do a little bit more than stomach each other in public and choke on each other’s names in private. They’re two of my closest friends and they both get along with everyone. It doesn’t make sense that it’s such an issue. But—to summarize—Alex thinks she’s fake and Evie thinks he’s untrustworthy. I can see where they’d get the idea, on the surface, but they have known each other for two years now, and they should be past the surface. 
“Don’t be like that, please. You know it drives me fucking crazy. And yeah, with Evie, or she will be there at least. It’s Olivia’s birthday, so we are going out to celebrate.” 
“Is that your friend with all of the fancy friends?” he asks. 
“That’s the one.” Olivia, like myself, is someone that Evie met in college and took under her wing. We’ve all been friends ever since. She seems pretty buttoned up to the untrained eye, but she’s loud and opinioned and she will love you into submission. She’s hard on herself sometimes, though. She doesn’t deserve it. Her other friends, most of them from her high school days across the lake in Bellevue, can be a little hard to stomach. They tend to find a lot to complain about. I think I make them uncomfortable. I don’t know if it’s the tattoos or just my aura. Maybe it’s just that they can sense that I’m missing something essential, and seeing me out here masquerading as a normal person is simply unsettling. 
“Cool. Text me about how much fun you’re having later. I’m going to go try to get ahold of Cori and then I’m going back to sleep. I’m taking this cup, by the way,” he tells me, holding up a black mug that says, ‘My people skills are just fine.’ 
“Fine,” I tell him. I’m sure there must be at least three mugs in my cabinet that are his. He could have taken one of those. 
He walks over and hugs me for what feels like a little too long, and once I feel myself sinking into it and fighting the urge to inhale his scent, my arms turn stiff and awkward. At some point, our friendship as it stands will become unsustainable. Doesn’t he know, after all this time, what he does to me? 
Once he leaves, I sink into the aforementioned green velvet couch. I’d like to sleep, but I have work to do. Alex is lucky. Well, not lucky—he's skilled. He works for a huge tech company, so he doesn’t have to work weekends like the rest of us. He gets to live upstairs, with a big window that lets a lot of light in and a bedroom that has walls. I pick my laptop up from the floor and login. I should try and get some kind of writing done before tonight. I have a bad habit of taking on more projects than I can handle and running them down to the wire. I’m sure it’s a symptom of whatever kind of personality disorder I’m doing nothing about. Just as I’m about to get started, my phone buzzes and it’s Evie. 
Evie: Hey! You’re not going to flake tonight, right?
Me: Nope. 
Evie: Okay, I’ll head your way later tonight and we can walk together. 
It isn’t that far, and it’s supposed to be another nice night, so I tell her okay. Evie and I met in college where we were both journalism students and roommates. When I moved in with nothing but a bad haircut and a melancholic disposition, she was there—drenched in optimism and exuding a sense of purpose and confidence that I’d never felt entitled to myself. I figured that she would hate me, but she didn’t. She loved me and decided right then that we would be best friends, and I found it impossible to say no to her. It’s still impossible to say no to her. 
I think about the way that we met a lot, and how lucky I didn’t know I was when life threw us together. She was exactly what I didn’t know I needed: a whole person, to help make me whole and show me what real people are supposed to be like. We were inseparable. We still are to some extent, even though our lives have gone separate ways since college ended and real life set in, and it’s a lot easier to tell where I end and she begins now. One of us took an unpaid internship for a year and now has a full-time job with a lot of potential at KOMO-TV. The other one can’t afford to use their degree because none of these entry-level jobs pay enough for me to stop bartending and I have student loans to pay. Sometimes, if I stop and take the time to unnecessarily compare myself to others, it feels like failure, but deep down I know better. We aren’t all dealt the same cards. The playing field isn’t always level. I do the best I can with what I’ve got, and what I’ve got is a lot better than what I’ve had. So, for now, I’m a kickass bartender that takes on way more freelancing work than I can currently handle. 
You know what they say—idle hands, or whatever.  




two


I meet Evie outside my building a little after 9:00 PM and we start to make our way from Pioneer Square towards SoDo. It’s warm enough, like we knew it would be, but the air is thick and smells like rain. She towers over me more than usual in her stiletto heels, and I wonder how she manages to walk any type of distance wearing them, but she looks amazing, as always. She’s classically chic with a hippy buried underneath; she's a girl who still thinks she can save the world. I guess, in a lot of ways, she did kind of save me.  
“Ruby, did you hear me at all? Who are you texting anyway?” she asks, or at least I think that’s what she said. She was right; I wasn’t listening. 
“Um, Alex,” I tell her, “He’s having some…relationship drama, I guess.” 
“Good. I don’t give a shit about Alex, but you don’t need to be involved in it,” she says. 
“I’m not involved in it,” I say. 
“You’re just his shoulder to cry on? Because you shouldn’t be that either.” 
“He’s my friend. He’s always there for me, just like you are. I really don’t get what the deal is with you guys.” 
“Ruby, I don’t like how he treats you. I don’t like how he strings you along,” she says. Her words come out a hint softer and calmer this time, dripping with sincerity, whether I like them or not. 
“He doesn’t, though. He’s been very clear, actually, that we’re just friends. That’s the problem. I’m the problem.” As much as it guts me to say it, that part is true. It isn’t his fault that I can’t get rid of whatever feelings I have. 
“But there are no boundaries with him. You’re emotionally invested in this non-relationship and it’s keeping you from…having an actual relationship.”
“I don’t want an actual relationship,” I tell her. I’m not necessarily being dishonest. I haven’t wanted one—not with anyone else and not for a very long time. “You know what? Let’s not talk about it, okay?”
“I’m sorry,” she says. “You’re right. I don’t want to fight about it. I don’t care if Alex and the girl that he took home to hurt you that turned into a long, bad joke aren’t having a good time right now. Sorry, again. Shit. I had a couple of shots before I left my apartment and I’ve been super stressed at work anyway, so maybe I’m lashing out a little bit.” 
“It’s fine,” I tell her. But please, just let it go. 
She spends what’s left of the walk venting, and soon enough I find myself pushing my way through a crowded club that I’d never willingly go to on my own, making my way toward Olivia. She’s sitting at a booth in the back with four other girls, all of whom I think I may have met before, but I can’t say for sure. Her head is thrown back laughing at something someone else said. She spots us quickly and waves us over, and I follow Evie apprehensively through the crowd. It’s too hot and too loud in all the wrong ways. I think I was touched unintentionally—or at least I hope it was unintentionally—by at least ten people as I crossed the room. I’m sweating already. I hate sweating.
“Ruby!” Olivia runs over and hugs me enthusiastically. It’s her birthday, so I’ll allow it. A man walks up with a tray full of colorful shots that aren’t really my thing, but since Olivia is, we toast to her, and I suck one down anyway. I notice there’s an extra on the tray, so I take that one too. I’m going to need it. Then, after a while, the conversation isn’t so bad, and neither is whatever this is that they are trying to pass off as music in here nor are the colorful lights that are either doing absolutely nothing or completely blinding me. Even Olivia’s friends are downright pleasant and not as off-putting as I’d remembered. 
The topic of conversation shifts to some guy, and I tune in, hoping for something juicy. “I know that guy. He works in my building, and you can tell he thinks he’s really fucking special,” Olivia says. 
I follow their gazes and spot the guy they are talking about. Blonde hair, blue eyes, broad shoulders, cheekbones for days. I’m not impressed. I’ve seen this guy a million times. Well, not this exact guy. But there are millions of this guy out there. There are probably at least six in this club right now. 
“He flirts with every woman on the floor relentlessly,” she adds. “His name is Jake. I know because my secretary cried about him for a week.” Her friends laugh, but I wouldn’t really call that funny. 
“Gross,” one of them adds. 
“I saw that,” Evie says, leaning in towards me. “You’re checking that guy out. You heard ‘emotionally unavailable’, and your heart skipped a beat. I think I even heard a deep sigh. You want me to go over there?” 
“You want to go over there? Help yourself,” I reply with a shrug, knowing full well she wasn’t going to go over there for herself. She’s been in a relationship for forever now. She doesn’t reply, only shakes her head and looks at me with disappointment. 
“What? He’s not my type,” I tell her. “Not even close.” 
She gives me some kind of eyebrows that seem to express that, for whatever reason, she doesn’t quite believe me and convinces me to dance with her. It’s almost too crowded to move. I’m far too sweaty, and I know I must stick out in a crowd like this. Everyone else seems so bright and shiny and carefree instead of dark and shattered like me, but eventually, I have to admit that I am having fun. We dance and sing the lyrics of songs we don’t even know until Olivia lets us know they’re over this scene and ready to move on to the next place. 
We head outside, and I take a quick personal inventory. I have my friends. I have my stuff. I have a beautiful fall night that smells like rain in my city—my absolute favorite place. Maybe I’m luckier than I think. Then, the uber pulls up. We all pile in, with me rounding out the pack. 
“Whoa,” says the driver, “Wait a second. I only have room for six.”
“The app said seats 7!” says Olivia, or maybe it was Kate. I’m not really sure at this point. 
“Yeah, six of you and one of me. One of you has to get out—those are the rules,” he replies. 
“Go ahead,” I tell them. “I’ll meet you there.” 
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, definitely. Go.” Evie glares at me. She knows me too well. The uber pulls away and as soon as it’s out of sight, I prepare to walk home. 
“Meeting them there, huh?” says a voice behind me. I turn and look at the man behind me. I know him. Well, I don’t know him, but it’s Jake—that guy they were talking about. 
“Yeah, well, you know I was going to but—” I hold up my phone so that he can see that it’s powering off, “Oh shit, my phone is dead. And with no cabs in sight. Looks like I won’t be able to call an uber. Guess I’d better go home and charge it so I can tell them what happened.”
“Yeah,” he laughs, and it gets me; I’m not going to lie. He is beautiful, and maybe it’s in a typical way, but right now all I see is his smile and it’s downright infectious. Either that, or it is the whole emotionally unavailable thing. More than likely, it’s a mix of both. “I kind of figured as much. Do you really want to go home though, or do you want to do something else?”
Do something else? Is he the something else? Is he not even going to put in any effort because he can tell that I’m broken and always kind of looking for something to temporarily fill the void? I wonder what gave it away. Was it maybe that I was the only one in the fancy club with a ripped-up black tee and equally destroyed jeans on? Or that I was the only person in the room that wasn’t bright and shiny, and not even pretending to be?  What the hell, I’ll bite. 
“Like what? And be very specific,” I challenge.
There’s that smile again. “I mean go somewhere quieter. This place is terrible. I don’t want to go home, but I don’t want to fucking stay here.”
“Really? I would have thought this was your kind of place.”
He shakes his head before he says, “Not at all. There’s a place a couple of blocks from here. You wanna go listen to yourself think, have a drink, and an actual fucking conversation?”
“Do people still have ‘actual fucking conversations’ these days?” I ask, surprised I haven’t talked him out of it yet. 
“Some of us try,” he says, shrugging. 
“And do I strike you as a riveting conversationalist?” 
“You do, actually,” he says, “I spotted you inside looking incredibly out of your element and, at times, I'd even say distressed, and I thought to myself, ‘There’s a girl that can really have a conversation.’ And I was right. We’re doing it right now. So, what do you think?” 
“Wow, you really see me,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm, because it’s kind of my thing, but really, he kind of did. I was out of my element, maybe even distressed. “Alright, I’m in. Where are we headed?”
“Right this way,” he says with a dramatic gesture. “I’m Jake, by the way.” 
I don’t tell him that I already knew that. 
“Ruby,” I say. 
[image: image-placeholder]After walking a couple of quiet, rainy blocks toward downtown, we stop at a small, unmarked staircase. He tells me that this is the place and starts to descend the stairs. I was pretty sure I’d been just about everywhere in this city, that I knew it like I knew my own body, or even better—like the crescendo in my favorite song—but I had never been here and I had never noticed this staircase, nor would I have thought to.
“Watch your step,” he says.
I follow him down the dark staircase. “So, is this a ‘Saw’ thing or…”
“More like a Dexter thing,” he replies. 
“Great,” I say. 
He pushes the door open, and we step inside. I’m surprised at what I see. It’s dark and warm and expansive, with rich bar tops and concrete floors. The tables and chairs look like they had been purchased from assorted flea markets, none of them matching, with some looking like they belonged in someone’s grandma’s kitchen, some looking like outdoor garden seating, and a few old 80’s style recliners thrown in for good measure. The walls are covered in flyers for basically everything—from screamo bands to open mic night, chess clubs to a therapy group, book clubs to murder mystery night. There is a moderately sized stage in the back-right corner, and on it there was a woman, probably in her 40s, playing the cello. I mean really, really playing the shit out of the cello. None of it quite fit, and it was for that reason that it all did.
I hear Jake mutter something about heading to the bar, but I must have just stood there, frozen, watching for a while. It almost felt wrong. Watching her, I felt like I was watching something private, eavesdropping even, on something that wasn’t for me. It was like she was possessed by something great, and she had to get it out. Where the hell am I?
After what felt like a couple of minutes but was undoubtedly more, Jake reappeared with a couple of drinks. “Do you want to sit? Or just stand here or…”
It takes me a moment to come back to Earth, to gather myself, because I did not expect to find myself in the presence of such vastness, such raw talent, at 1:00 AM in a downtown basement dive bar on a Saturday night that I’d kind of been dreading all day. I wonder what it takes to put yourself on display like that. It's certainly something that I was missing. “Um yeah, sorry. Or no, I don’t want to just stand here, let’s sit,” I say, and we make our way to an empty table nearby. 
“She is an absolute badass,” I say. 
“Yeah, no, I know. She plays here a lot,” he says. 
“Do you come here a lot, then?” I ask, “I mean, sorry but…this just doesn’t seem like your vibe.” I’m not sure if he’s offended. It’s not my intention, but I am genuinely curious. What does this place hold for a prep school, yacht club-looking guy like this? 
“Oh, because you know me so well from all of the time we have spent together?” 
“Maybe,” I say shrugging. I'm admittedly not an expert in interpersonal relations, but I think people aren’t that hard to read if you take the time to try. Jake doesn’t really strike me as the type of person to be riddled with mystery or some secret dark pain. 
“Alright. Tell me more about myself,” he says. 
“You work for your dad’s law firm,” I say. 
“Accounting firm,” he laughs. “But nice try. What else?” 
“Fun game. Okay. Let’s see. You wear khakis shorts. You probably have crew sock tan lines.”
“Oh my god…” 
“You watch Tosh.0.” I add. 
“Come on, Tosh is funny,” he says. 
“Tosh is definitely not funny,” I say emphatically. He shrugs and I continue, “You send your food back at restaurants. All your friends have one-syllable names, too. Like Tad. And Chad. And Mike. You guys like to golf. And not like…drink and ride around on a cart. Like you keep score and you have a caddy, and someone places coins or chips down or whatever where your ball lands for you.” 
He’s laughing and so I can’t help but laugh too. I’ve either misjudged him or he is a good sport—possibly both.
“That is so terrible. I’m so, so disappointed in you. Send my food back at restaurants, really?” he laughs. “Is this really what I’m putting out to the world? I guess that’s my problem then.” But he doesn’t strike me as someone that has a lot of problems. He shakes his head and takes a long drink from a glass that I’m pretty sure is all scotch, and I’m a professional. 
“What about you?” he asks. 
“I mean, I don’t know. I’m just a regular person. A ‘get through the day mostly undetected’ kind of person, trying to make it out of this life as unscathed as possible.” I don’t add that I am already pretty fucking scathed.
“No way,” he says, throwing back whatever is left in his glass. I remember that I have a drink too—a vodka soda. He must have been watching me more than he let on at the club earlier to know my order. 
“No way? To what part?” I ask.
“No way that you move through life…virtually undetected or whatever. Everything about you is loud. Your clothes are loud, your hair is loud. Your eyes are loud. Your ‘don’t fuck with me' attitude is hella loud.” 
“And yet, here you are, fucking with me,” I say. 
He goes on like he didn’t hear me, “Oh and you know a lot about golf. An unnatural amount. You wait all year for the Masters and you probably learned it from…Tad and Chad,” he manages to choke out through his laughter. Once again, it’s contagious, and I don’t even know why. Is it even that funny, or is there just something funny about being here with him? What would Olivia say? 
I catch my breath and take note of my surroundings, the person I’m sharing them with, and myself. None of it meshes. But I must admit, I am having a good time. I can hear myself think, and we are having a conversation, even if we are just ripping on each other. We go back and forth like that for a while, then my attention is drawn back to the woman with the cello. She’s still playing. The raw emotion, once again, makes me uncomfortable, breaks my heart, and sets me on fire. 
“Cool, right?” he says. 
“She’s fucking excellent,” I reply. “Who even does this? How are there people out there that can do things like this while I’m over here, just…eating, sleeping, and barely existing?” 
“Once again, I doubt you barely exist, but that’s very telling. But I know, better than I’d like to admit, what you mean.” 
We sit there, going back and forth between innocuous conversation, witty banter, and watching in silence for a while. Then, the cello player starts to pack up and all the sudden almost two hours have passed since I left the club with this man, and the city is closing down for the night. 
“So what now?” I ask. “Heading home?” 
“I guess so,” he says. 
“Want some company?” I ask. He says that he does, grabbing my hand, and we head back out into the night. He says his place isn’t far, but it was most definitely far. The time goes by quickly and we chat about the most mundane things, like our jobs and where we went to school and random anecdotes that won’t be remembered, I hope, because this is taking longer than I’d anticipated and I’m running out of things to say. 
We enter the building through a parking garage and from there, head straight into an elevator. He hits the number 6, or maybe it was 7; I can’t really remember. I do remember how he tilted my chin and kissed me on the way up, and then making our way down a brightly lit hallway and stumbling into the darkness of his apartment. 
“Would you like a tour?” he asks. This is always the awkward part.
“No,” I tell him. I pull him into me and kiss him hard before he can hit the light switch. I’m not really interested in any of that. 
“Come on, then,” he says, breaking away, and gesturing for me to follow him toward a door facing the entryway So, I do. 
In his bedroom, he kisses me this time, laying me down on the bed and pulling my pants down around my hips and then onto the floor. He stops and stares at me for what feels like a few seconds too long, and just as I’m starting to wonder if he has changed his mind, I see that he licks his lips and then his tongue is between my legs, moving back and forth on my clit, and I certainly wasn’t expecting this. It feels good, almost too good—and I find myself trying to do math in my head and figure out how long it’s been, because I can tell that it’s been way too long since I’ve done this. Then, the pressure builds and gets to be too much, and I can’t distract myself with impossible math anymore. My breath becomes short and heavy, my legs start to shake, and my release comes early, and I know it will again when he moves on top of me and then inside me. 
I bring my legs up and around his waist as he moves like that, slowly at first, and then harder and faster, and eventually, he collapses on top of me with one long, loud moan. I mean to leave, I think about it even, but I must have been too tired or too comfortable, for whatever reason, or maybe a mix of both. I fall asleep shortly after. 




three


I wake up on a cloud. At least, I think it’s a cloud. Did I die last night? I’m naked and wrapped in the softest fabric I’ve ever felt in my life, and it’s all coming back to me now—much clearer than I’d anticipated. I sit up and wait for a headache that doesn't come. I must have walked off the booze last night. I scan the room and realize I hadn’t really seen much of where I had ended up, which isn’t that surprising—it had been dark, and I think I remember turning down a tour. Now I see I’m in a large, mostly white, immaculate room and I feel like if I break anything, I could end up with a five-figure bill. Fuck the comfortable sheets, I’m uncomfortable. I don’t see Jake. I get out of bed and start to throw on my clothes when he enters the room.  Naked. 
“Morning,” he says, and kisses me like this is totally normal and we’ve been doing it for years. “There’s coffee.” 
Okay, there’s something I can get behind, unabashed nudity aside. I finish putting on my clothes and walk out into the main living space only to find it’s bigger than any house I’ve ever lived in. I step out onto white marble floors which lead to windows that cover the entire back wall and find myself looking out at the Puget Sound wondering what the hell kind of twilight zone I’ve just stepped into. What was I doing here? Surely buildings like this have security guards and those people are paid to stop people like me from entering in the middle of the night. I turn with the intention of locating the door and find, right in the middle of the giant kitchen island with probably 10 barstools, two tiny cups, each with a bit of coffee dripping down the side onto the otherwise pristine countertop. They looked to be out of their element, too—like a crime scene. Who cleans this place? I doubt it’s Jake. 
He says something about how needs to be somewhere in a couple of hours, that he’s going to take a shower, and would I like to join him. I tell him sure, knowing that I don’t mean it. He smiles and heads back toward the bathroom. I seize the opportunity and bolt out the door, down the expansive hallway to the elevator, and push the 1* with a vengeance.
Once outside, I see a bus that says Pioneer Square heading toward the stop a block up and make a run for it. Good thing I’m not one for fancy shoes, or I would have had a problem. Since I’m not, I don’t; I make it to the bus and sink into a seat somewhere toward the back and curl into the window, making myself as invisible as possible. I’m in the home stretch. 
‘What a fucking night,’ I think, and then I kind of smile. It was pretty amazing, kind of perfect even, but it’s just one of those things. It’s better left like this: something I can reflect fondly on when I think of my youth, which for the most part has been a fucking shit show. I’ll think of my one perfect night with that rich boy, and how glad I am that I didn’t stay and ruin it, because people like me don’t belong in the same room with people like him. Because we, or because I, don’t like it. I can’t breathe in those rooms. I don’t like the feeling—like I’m a spectacle. It’s like everyone else can see that my pieces don’t quite fit and a few of them are missing, and that those missing pieces are all the important ones: a happy childhood, a father, knowing what it feels like to be wanted. They’re birthday cakes and matching pajama photos around the holidays, boxes of your old artwork and baby clothes. They’re someone hanging your report cards on the refrigerator. 
I walk a few more blocks, trying to soothe yet another self-inflicted wound with all the reasons why bailing was the right thing to do, pushing down that other voice inside my head asking if it was, instead, just the easy thing. I descend the half-staircase and head towards the end of the hall to my little slice of solitude and straight to the shower—alone. I step inside and let the hot water with its abysmal pressure wash over me until it turns cold, wiping my slate clean for another completely ordinary day. 
Afterward, I throw on jeans and a flannel and, sinking down into my usual spot on the sofa, take out my phone. Shit. I forgot I had turned it off last night. I guess I really did have a good time. 16 text messages, 3 voicemails. Most are from Evie, a couple from Olivia, and one from Alex. I start to reply when the phone starts buzzing again. I wonder if she will be mad. It’s nice to have someone who cares, though. After spending 18 years not having anything like that, I went to college expecting solitude and found Evie. She taught me what it was like not to be lonely. 
“What the hell happened to you last night?” she asks when I answer. I’m not sure if she is yelling or not. I try to answer, but she continues, “I mean, I didn’t expect you to follow us, but I expected to hear from you. I have been freaking out all morning. And don’t say you were home, I went there as soon as I woke up.” 
“Yeah, sorry. My phone was…dead,” I tell her. 
“Okay, if you want to go with that—fine. That doesn’t answer my question, though. Where the fuck were you?”
“Umm. I was with that guy from the bar—Jake. You know, the one that Olivia and Kate were talking about.” 
She audibly gasps and says, “I knew it! I knew you were into him.” 
“I’m not into him. Or at least I wasn’t into him when you said that I was. I didn’t care about him at all. I still don’t, I guess.” I tell her, wincing a bit when I hear the last part. It doesn’t quite come out right. I've never liked lying, and I'm not very good at it. It makes my chest feel tight. It feels tight right now.
“So then, he’s awful, like they said, and you didn’t hook up.”
“Oh…no. We did hook up. And he isn’t awful, either. I mean, if I am being honest, he’s kind of awesome. It was fun. Or it was alright, I guess. But you know, it was just a thing, nothing serious. According to Olivia, he isn’t capable anyway, so it’s fine.” 
“So then how did you leave it?” 
“Um, probably poorly.”
“Oh, Jesus. What did you do?” 
“He…asked me to take a shower with him and I ran out the door when he wasn’t looking.”
“Okay…” she says. “That’s bad. That’s worse than I’d expected honestly. Snuck out while he was sleeping—that I’d expect.” 
“Yeah, well, that would have been my preference.”
“You did it to his face,” she adds. 
“Yep,” is all I say in response.
“I mean, can you even be sure that he didn’t see your shameful retreat?” 
“Nope.”
“Did you give him your number?” 
“No, but it’s fine though, seriously. It’ll be an uncomfortable memory that makes me wince for a few days, but that’s it. The guy is like…a mega-rich trust fund kid or something. You should have seen his apartment. It was the size of an entire floor in my building. It had these crazy floor-to-ceiling windows and a wraparound balcony. I’m pretty sure there’s at least one more bedroom in there, too.” 
“Now you’re being ridiculous, Ruby. No one can afford a second bedroom anymore,” she says. 
“But he could. So, see? That’s why I freaked out. I was just way too out of my element. It was uncomfortable; I had a fucking panic attack. Like I said, I just have to get past the awkward morning part, then it will be a decent memory. Nothing could have come of it anyway.” 
“You always do this to yourself,” she says. “You are beautiful and funny and smart and talented and caring. You’re thoughtful. You sell yourself too short, Ruby. When are you going to stop ripping your own heart out? I mean, this is huge. You never actually admit to liking anyone. You like this guy.” 
“I don’t know this guy,” I tell her. It was true. I spent less than half a day with him. How could I like him? 
“Alright, fine. I’m glad you’re safe. I have to go, though. We are going to Garrett’s parents' this afternoon for their anniversary party.” 
I can tell by her voice that she doesn’t want to go, and I wouldn’t want to either, but I do wonder what it would be like to have things to do like that—familial obligations and awkward family photo sessions. 
“Have fun,” I tell her. 
We hang up and I start to wonder if maybe she was right. Do I do this to myself? I like to think that I’m just able to be honest with myself in a way that most people can’t be. I think that a lot of people are afraid to look in the mirror and be faced with the certainty of their own reality, but I’m not one of those people. I find it comforting.  For me, a big part of that reality is that not everything is possible for everyone, love doesn’t conquer all, and not everyone gets a happy ending. 
I try to center myself and find that I can’t quite do it. Not here, and not right now. The walls are closing in and the room suddenly reeks of all my shortcomings. Shit. Why can’t I just be fucking normal? I have too much to do to wallow in my self-pity right now, and I won’t be able to do it here, where the only thing I can hear is my own thoughts. 
I grab my bag and throw my laptop inside, and head back out into the muggy early afternoon towards my favorite coffee shop, and the smell draws me in. I remember that I never had that cup of coffee and think to myself that maybe that is what my problem is, knowing deep down that I cannot reasonably blame a lack of caffeine on my litany of issues. Rune is one of my happy places. It’s my favorite place to write. The ambiance is natural and raw; it’s lush and so bright that it is practically a greenhouse in here. For me, it has always been a place where it was easy to be alone. The people inside are always a little bit of everything—from lawyers in suits to hippies, teenagers to 50-somethings that will forever be grunge. No one blends in and no one stands out. I sink down into my favorite booth in the back corner, throw on my headphones, and become invisible, anonymous. Here, I can be part of the world and be alone at the same time, without being left alone with myself. I think that’s the appeal. 
I open my laptop and find myself to be unusually productive. It’s amazing what a person can get done when they’re trying to avoid confronting their own problems. I even forget to reply to Alex when he asks me where I’ve been. 




four


The next couple of days pass just the same as they always do, for the most part. I wake up, I write, I work. I stay up way too late overanalyzing anything that I might have said wrong that day. Anytime I feel my phone vibrating, I wonder if it’s Jake, even though I know it’s impossible. On top of the fact that I didn’t leave it well, I didn’t give him my number, so I don’t know why I expect to hear from him. I don’t feel bad necessarily, but if I said that I hadn’t thought about him since that morning, I would be lying. If I said I’d do things differently given another chance, I’d likely be lying about that, too. Someday, maybe, I’ll get my big break. And then I’ll be able to afford the therapy I so desperately need. It’s not looking good for anytime soon. 
I start my shift at The Post Office around 4. Wednesdays are normally busy nights, and tonight isn’t any different. Our happy hour slides into karaoke night, and then no one wants to leave. I don’t even want to leave. I love watching other people make a spectacle of themselves—whether they’re getting booed off stage by their friends or surprising us with their perfect pitch and high notes that will make goosebumps run down your spine. Everyone is having fun. It’s all good energy, and good energy is great for my tips. 
I’m slinging drinks while making light conversation with the customers and arguing about soccer with Dane when I notice him across the bar. Jake. My heart jumps into my throat. I’m excited at first, but then mortified—because what if he isn’t here to see me and this is just an awkward, unwanted coincidence that’s going to make us both feel worse? What if he's just here to tell me how mad he is? I am pretty sure I told him I was a bartender. I don’t remember telling him where I worked. What do I do now? 
For whatever reason, I decide to pretend I didn’t see him. That’s the obvious, mature adult answer. Did he see me see him? I’m just going to stick to this side of the bar for as long as I can. That should work. That should give him enough time to realize what he has walked into, and then he can get out of here, because I certainly can’t get out of here. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears, and I am somewhat certain I can feel his eyes drilling holes into the back of my neck. A few agonizing minutes go on like this before I start to wonder if I had been seeing things, and it hadn’t been Jake at all. It’s risky, but I can’t resist. I also can't continue working with my head down. It's unreasonable. I look over my left shoulder. It’s slight enough that it shouldn’t be noticeable. 
Of course, I’m wrong, and it is noticeable. Even though I’d had to overextend my eyes in the most unnatural way to make the inevitable confirmation, we still manage to make eye contact. I know Jake notices this time because he’s smiling and nods in my direction. I don’t think my face does anything nearly as pleasant and I’m sorry for it, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. Since I can’t really bail on my job and there’s nowhere to flee, I’m left with no choice but to go over there. 
“Hey there. What can I get you?” I ask. I try to emulate sexy bartender instead of an emotionally eroded, mentally anguished one. I hope I nailed it. 
“Actually, I’ve been looking for this girl,” he said. “I think we have a misunderstanding that I’d like to clear up.”
“Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
“Well, you see, we met over the weekend, and we had this really great night and really great sex, or so I thought, and then the next morning I asked her if she wanted a cup of coffee and to join me in the shower, but I guess she heard ‘disappear from my life without a trace.’” 
I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be laughing or not, but I am. He’s funny and he’s smiling. It’s as infectious as I remember. 
“Weird, I know. It’s a totally weird misunderstanding," he adds. "She must have been very confused.” 
“Well, I can tell you this—she was definitely confused.”
“Why?” he asks. And he means it. He really doesn’t know why. He was funny before, but now he seems sad, and I’m feeling sad. I just didn’t think I’d have any effect on him and I wonder if I’ve messed up. Maybe I'd read it all wrong. I feel like I should say something along the lines of an apology, but that becomes an extra layer of difficult when you’re a person who has never really received one, undoubtedly were owed one, and never really developed proper coping skills. In other words, when you’re me. 
Instead, I say, “So did you come here for me?”
“Well, yeah,” he says. He gives me a look that says he can’t believe what I’m asking, or that I’d think this was an accident. “Obviously. That girl you were with at the club on Saturday—Ally I think—we work in the same building.”
It’s Olivia, but okay, I interrupt in my head. At least I hope it was in my head.
“She told me you worked here. On Monday. I’ve been working up the courage to try and…” 
“Stalk me?” I offer. Then, I’m wondering why Olivia didn’t give me a heads-up. 
“Yeah,” he laughs. “Stalk you, I guess. I mean, if I stop and be honest, like brutally honest with myself, you had made it clear—in your own way, not in a normal person way with words—that you didn’t want anything to do with me. But then, I couldn’t stop thinking about you and so I thought that maybe I’d just come down here so that you could dump me—or not—to my face. At least explain what happened because I’m completely lost here. I guess maybe you’re one of those people that goes out and meets people that they vibe with all the time and it always feels like that, but I don’t. It’s never like that.” 
I can feel it again—my heart beating in my ears. Why does it have to be so goddamn loud? Can everyone else hear it, too, drowning out the bad karaoke and ruining their nights? 
“I really have to get back to work,” I say. He bites his lips and nods. He starts to get up from the barstool when I choke out, “But I get off at 12. I mean, if you want to hang out for a while. Or, you know, come back, if you don’t like weird karaoke.” 
“I happen to be really into weird karaoke,” he says, shrugging. 
“Okay,” I tell him. I flash him a smile and get back to work because I really do have to, and he grabs his glass of scotch and heads towards an empty table with a single chair near the front entrance. I wonder how he’s going to sit there all night like that and not get hit on relentlessly right in front of my face. I glance over and see that he’s intentionally made himself unavailable to the rest of the room, almost like he’d taken a page from my own playbook, by pulling the hood of his jacket over his head and taking out some kind of sketchbook and a pencil from his bag, giving off an obvious air of someone who didn’t want to be bothered and I’m surprised to see it from him. I wouldn’t have thought he’d be the kind to hide behind an invisibility cloak so similar to my own. 
[image: image-placeholder]It’s about 20 minutes after midnight when I finally get out from behind the bar. Jake’s still at the table, still with the book that I wouldn’t dare ask him about. I always feel deeply violated when someone thinks it’s okay to ask me what I’m writing. That doesn’t mean that I’m not profoundly curious, but it’s a boundary I would never push. I hesitantly begin to make my way across the room toward the small table in the corner. Wait, not yet. I double back to the bar, pour myself a couple of shots, and throw them back quickly. I’m going to need some liquid courage to get through this. Here it goes. 
“Hey,” I say. 
“Hey,” he says. “Not a bad place.” 
“Um, yeah. I like it. It’s got something, I guess.” 
“A lot of mailboxes?” 
“Yeah, it’s got a lot of mailboxes. They’re mostly locked, except for a couple. They’re like our own little easter eggs. People write notes and leave them in there or drop stuff in the outgoing mailboxes. Sometimes, it’s not stuff we want. We have to empty them like, once a month or so."
“Hmm,” he says. “I’ll have to leave one for you sometime.”
“I can’t wait,” I tell him.
He waits. I’m not sure what for. “Well?” he says. “Why did you bail on me like that?” 
I prepare to be honest with him. Like I said, I've never been able to hack it as a liar, at least not to anyone other than myself. Elusive, sure, but not a liar. “I’m just going to be real with you. I saw your apartment and I just…flipped the fuck out.” 
“Why? What’s wrong with my apartment?” 
“Okay, how do I say this? You are how the other half lives. I’m a bartender that will never get out of student loan debt. I mean, I do some freelance writing or I’m trying when I have the time. Regardless, it’s unlikely my circumstances will ever change. When I woke up, I felt like I was in a museum, and I was going to get in trouble for getting things dirty or maybe the real owners were going to come home and catch us in there and call the police or something.” He’s laughing now, but I wasn’t trying to be funny. “I mean, do you have an entire family in there or something? What is going on? When you say ‘accountant’ do you mean like of criminal enterprises or something, like Ozarks?”
“What? No!” he says. “It’s a big firm. It’s established. It’s been in my family for a while and so yeah, I guess I’m privileged. I got a little leg up that most people don’t get.” Normally, I resent those people. His self-awareness, at least, is refreshing. “But just to be clear, what you’re telling me is that you decided you weren’t interested in me because I have a nice apartment and it looked like I made a lot of money?” 
He was oversimplifying it, but I guess that was what I was saying. It just wasn’t quite what I meant. “Also, you were completely naked. It was intimidating,” I add.
“What are you talking about? Nudity is disarming. Besides, you were naked a lot, too.” 
“Disarming? How is nudity disarming?”
“It shows vulnerability.”
“Not when it’s you,” I scoff. “You think that if you were to strip down right here, in the middle of this bar, the people inside are going to be disarmed by your vulnerability?”
He laughs at this. “Maybe. Should we try it?”
I sigh, changing the subject. “I live in a basement studio a couple of blocks from here. It’s probably the size of your bathroom. There’s no wraparound balcony. I have a small window, and I guess it opens, but sometimes scary things happen when it does. And that’s all fine with me.” It was true. Everything in it was mine, and it was warm and safe. For me, that was enough. “I just don’t feel like we exist in the same space, you know?”
“I still don’t get it,” he says. “Do you really think you know enough about me to decide that we don’t exist in the same space? We can’t even hang out?” 
“I know enough about myself,” I say, shrugging. 
“Look, I’m not asking you to marry me or move into my offensive apartment or anything. I’m just saying that I had a good time with you, and I think we should keep hanging out until we stop having a good time. It’s really not that big of a deal.”
Maybe not to you, I don’t say. It feels like a big deal to me. I don’t really do this. I don’t date, or at least I haven’t in a long time, and never guys like him. I don’t say that, either. Instead, against my better judgment and because I really do like him, I say, “Okay.”  
“Okay?” he asks. 
“Do you want to see how the other half lives?” I ask, grabbing my things and standing up from the table.  He says that he does and grabs my hand. We leave like that—hand in hand—and I can feel all my coworker’s eyes burning holes through my body. They’ll have questions for me tomorrow that I know I won’t feel like answering. 
We enter the building and take the stairs to the basement. I lead him inside and, jokingly, ask if he would like a tour. There isn’t much to see between my four concrete walls. There’s a small kitchenette to the left, a bathroom to the right, my bed, the couch, a coffee table, and a tv. I have some plants to combat the dankness of the basement. Sometimes, I wonder if they just make it worse—damper, somehow.  
“So, it’s a small apartment,” he says. “Do you think I’ve never seen a small apartment? Am I supposed to be horrified?” he asks. 
“Maybe. I don’t know what frightens people like you,” I say, shrugging. I don’t know, but I assume living just above the poverty line would be on that list. 
“This is not a big deal. I’m starting to wonder if you are seriously disturbed.” 
“Oh, that’s the other thing. I am very seriously disturbed,” I say. 
“That’s also fine, actually. I happen to find that to be a very endearing quality in women, so I am glad to hear it,” he says. 
Then, he’s pulling me in closer. He kisses me, softly at first, and then much harder and deeper, and he’s pulling my shirt off over my head. We make our way toward the bed and Jake unbuttons my jeans and then his own. He lifts me up and I wrap my legs around his waist, and he lays me down on the bed. Then, we are both naked and he’s on top of me, then thrusting inside of me. He’s bigger than I remember, and I’m nervous, unlike the first time, because I like him and won’t be able to disappear in the morning. I try to relax my mind and get it into the same state that my body is in, which is complete ecstasy. He flips me onto my stomach, entering me from behind and his fingers find my clitoris, and before long we are both cumming and sweating and gasping for air. 
I turn over and stare at the same spot on the ceiling for what feels like a while, not speaking. I wish we had left the lights off, but hey, it’s all out there now I guess—disturbed persona, murky apartment, flawed body. I wonder how much he noticed when I feel his fingertips tracing over the scars on my stomach. 
“What are those?” he asks, “I mean, I know what they look like but—”
“These—” I say pointing, “are cigarette burns. And those—” I point to my hips and inner thigh, “are self-harm scars.”  Jake is silent, and I know he’s wondering if I had done them all myself or if it were a previous partner or whatever, so I do something that I normally don’t do, and offer more of an explanation. “My mom, when I was a kid. She had, you know, some issues. A drinking problem, various drug binges, and anger issues, obviously. For whatever reason, she seemed to think that a lot of her problems stemmed from the fact that I was always just there, needing the things that all kids need: food, shelter, love.”
“Ruby…” 
“I don’t want your pity, to be clear. I’m fine, and honestly, I’m one of the lucky ones. I’m educated, I have a job, and I have this place. Most kids like me—they don’t get that lucky. They end up following in their parent’s footsteps or in foster care where the abuse they face only gets uglier, or they end up dead. I'm lucky that for the most part, I was just alone.”  
It's true. I see the kids who weren't so lucky in the news all the time, and it fucking rips me to shreds.
He doesn’t know what to say, and so I just lie there raw, completely exposed, and full of regret. I have only shared assorted dark details of my childhood with a couple of people: Evie, because she’s my person, and Alex, because he had been through his own personal hell, and he gets it. He was orphaned at a young age and was one of those kids that grew up in the system, bouncing from one toxic house masquerading as a home to another. I don’t envy that life. 
“Ruby…I don’t know what to say. I am so fucking sorry. That is so fucked up. No one deserves that.” 
“Yeah, well, thanks,” I say, because I don’t really know what to say either.
“Do you still talk to her? Your mom?” he asks. 
“No,” I say. “I haven’t spoken to her in about…6 years now. Jesus, it’s been longer than I thought it had. It was her choice, actually. I don’t know that I would have had the courage to give up the only semblance of family I’d known on my own, not completely, if she hadn’t chosen it, too. I went home to visit her for her birthday that year. She had asked me to, but when I went inside, she wasn’t there, so I went to her on-again/off-again boyfriend’s trailer and found her there. She was…alone and unconscious and the whole place had this awful, chemical smell. I thought I was going to pass out just being inside, so I pulled her out and back to our trailer and called 911. I saved her life, right? But after I left, the other guy’s trailer exploded. As it turns out, they had been cooking meth. Both swear that I must have been the one that caught the guy’s trailer on fire to get him in trouble.”
“Jesus.” 
“Yeah, I spent a lot of time trying to figuratively pull my mom out of the fire and save her from herself, you know, because I needed her. Then when I literally did it, that was the thanks I got.”
“Ruby, I’m so sorry,” he says.  
“See what I mean? Completely different worlds.” 
He’s probably changed his mind about me now. This is probably it because he probably isn’t having fun anymore, and he had said that we could hang out until we weren’t having any fun, and now maybe he gets that I am broken beyond repair. I get up, throw on a shirt, and say that I need to use the bathroom. Maybe he will pull the same shit on me that I did on him, and he will be gone when I get out. 
I emerge a few minutes later and glance at the empty bed, my chest tightening momentarily at the sight of my self-fulfilling prophecy. But he isn’t gone. He’s standing in the kitchen, drinking a glass of water. He sets it down and comes over and hugs me for a couple of minutes. He kisses me on the forehead and says, “Let’s go to bed.” 
And so that’s what we do. He turns off the lights, after choosing the wrong switch a couple of times, and crawls into bed and holds me while we lie there in what is almost complete silence, save but the light traffic outside the window. I am both atypically content and wholly uncomfortable, wondering how I can be both of these things at the same time. It takes a while for me to fall asleep, but once I do, I have one of those rare, deep sleeps where I’m not disturbed by images of that little girl with the matted dark hair, huddled in the corner of a dirty trailer wondering how long it would be before her mom came back. 




five


I wake up much earlier than I normally would, because Jake is already up and dressed. It’s still dark, but I remember that he is one of those regular schedule people, the 9-5ers Monday through Friday. As nice as it sounds, I like to sleep in. I don’t know what time it is, but I know it is still dark. In Seattle, at this time of year, that could mean that he’s already late. The sun is late to arrive and too early to go, and that’s only going to get worse. It doesn’t matter so much for people like me, who exist mostly at night, but it does wear on you after a while, once all the holidays have come and gone and winter starts to feel like an eternity. Anyway, whatever time it is, I know that it’s too early for me.  
“Hey,” I say.
“Hey,” he says. “You want to hang out?” 
“Don’t you have to work?” I ask him. 
“Kind of, but I get away with a lot,” he says. 
“I bet that you do.” 
“Do you have to work?” 
“Kind of,” I say. I don’t have to be at the bar tonight, because I’ll be there all weekend. But I always have work that I could be doing. I don’t elaborate. 
“I need to go home and change, get a couple of things done. I can meet you here in a few hours if you want. We can go do something.” 
“Like what?” I ask. Hanging out during the day is somewhat unheard of for me, and I have no idea what that will entail. 
“I don’t know. But don’t worry, it won’t be anything fancy,” he says. “I know how you hate that.”
“I really do,” I tell him. 
“I can pick you up,” he offers. 
“Um, I should get some things done, too. Can you meet me somewhere? Post Alley, maybe?” 
“Yeah, okay. I’ll text you.” He kisses me and leaves. It’s one of those normal interactions that I’m not accustomed to, and I’ll spend too much time analyzing if my behavior was that of a normal person throughout the day, but at least it’s supposed to be another beautiful one. It’s another of those late-fall, too-hot, too-sunny days that we all complain about, but beg for in the dreary days of May. I shower, leisurely eat my breakfast and throw back a couple of cups of coffee while watching the morning news, and pull on some jeans and a tank top, knowing I’ll probably be too hot. I pack a book, my laptop, and meet the morning sun outside. The walk is quiet, and it grounds me a little bit. It’s a hack of mine for mental health. I grab a coffee and find a seat in the shade outside a café in Post Alley and just exist for a while.  
[image: image-placeholder]Afternoon rolls around and I’m still waiting on Jake. He’s late, which doesn’t bother me yet. I’m always late. I’m not nervous, more curious, to see how this will go and see where it will go. I guess part of me is just wondering what he’s like in the daytime. It’s funny how I’ve heard these stories—that he’s fake, he’s cold, he goes through all these women so quickly. But when I’m with him, I don’t sense it. I don’t sense that I’m with someone shallow. He feels like a well, but I’m not quite sure what’s lurking in his depths.
When he finally walks up, he surprises me by looking completely ridiculous. He’s grinning from ear to ear, but not because he’s so thrilled to see me. He’s wearing khakis shorts and crew socks with sandals, as per our first conversation, and he’s waiting to see my reaction. While it’s intentional and meant as a joke, it’s still unclear if this is his everyday wear or not. He owns it, and he’s wearing it. 
“I heard you go crazy for a guy in khakis shorts,” he says, and kisses me, in broad daylight, like we are a normal couple of something. 
“Nice socks,” I tell him. 
“I wore them just for you.” 
“So what now?” I ask him. 
“Do you think it’s too early for a beer?” he replies. 
“I mean, maybe. For other people that don’t have…problems.” 
“Do we have problems?” he asks. 
“Probably,” I shrug. Coffee straight into alcohol has never been a problem for me, and maybe that’s a problem. 
“You know what?” he says. “Let’s skip it, I have a better idea.” 
I follow him down the alley and around the corner to a parking garage and get into a black BMW sedan. I can’t remember the last time I was in a car that wasn’t an uber. I was probably a teenager, and it was probably something that was at least 10 years old with over a hundred thousand miles on it—the kind of car you were supposed to have at that age, if you were lucky enough to have one at all. 
“So where are we going?” I ask as he starts to drive. 
“I have a couple of kayaks,” he says. “I thought we could go kayaking. I don’t really know what you’re into, besides solid cello music and not my apartment.”
I think my heart stops for a minute. I’m not really an outdoorsy girl and I don’t possess any kind of athleticism whatsoever. I think I can swim for a couple of minutes—probably well enough to yell for help a couple of times, but probably not well enough to save my life. There’s a good chance that this could go poorly. 
“I have life jackets,” he adds. Was I thinking that out loud?
We pull up to Gas Works Park and Jake starts unloading the kayaks. I’m feeling nervous again, but the view, at least, is calming. It’s among the best in the city and will always exist as one of my favorites. It’s been a while since I’ve been here. On a fall evening much like this one—where it was inexplicably warm and the breeze was still a relief—what seemed like a lifetime ago but also just like yesterday—Evie and I had drunkenly stumbled our way here. It was shortly after we had met, but the awkward ‘getting to know you' phase wasn’t her style. She dragged me all over the city that day. There was an underground flea market and a 21+ concert that we shouldn’t have been able to go to, but of course, no one says no to Evie. Then, we ended up here sitting on this hill. I remember thinking about how fucking lucky I was, and how now, after waiting and struggling for so long, I was starting a new chapter that I could write on my own and I got to be someone new. I remember wondering if finally, I would be able to let go of that sad, scared little girl.  I also wondered when my badass roommate was going to figure out that I wasn’t worthy of her light, as I watched her scream out to the city something about how it needed to watch out for her, because she was going to own it, and some other things that weren’t very nice. It’s just as impressive as I’d remembered, the fall air just as warm. It smells like dry earth and a little bit like the sea.
I put on a ridiculous orange life jacket that renders my neck virtually incapable of movement. I hope this doesn’t require a lot of peripheral vision. If it does, this doesn’t bode well for me. Jake helps me into the kayak, and after the initial shock and a brief lesson on rowing and steering, I don’t find it so intimidating. It’s actually quite calming. It takes a little more muscle than I’d anticipated, or that I possess, but the kayak is also much sturdier than I’d imagined. If I stay somewhat close to the shore, I don’t think this is going to be that bad, assuming I don’t end up dropping my paddle and stranding myself in the middle of Lake Union. Having given myself something new to be anxious about, I tighten my grip and feel my palms start to sweat. I follow him out onto the lake for a while and then he stops and pulls my kayak up alongside his own. 
“Not a bad view,” he says. 
“Yeah, it’s actually one of my favorites,” I tell him. 
“I wasn’t talking about the city. It’s okay, but I actually meant you in that orange life jacket.”
“Yeah, right,” I say, laying the paddle across my lap.
“You know, you aren’t terrible at this,” he tells me. “You’re kind of a natural.” 
“Yeah, well I don’t feel like it,” I say. “But I am glad I said yes.” 
“See, and you said you weren’t the outdoorsy type.” 
“Maybe I don’t know what type I am.” 
“Well, what do you usually do for fun?” he asks. “It would be nice to know for the future.” 
It throws me off for a second. “I don’t really know. I don’t really do a lot for fun. I work a lot—at the bar. I work a lot on my other projects. I read and write in my spare time. I like happy hours and…free or freeish concerts in dark bars that aren’t too crowded. I go out with my friends every now and then when our schedules align. That’s pretty much it. I mean, there’s more stuff that I think I’d like to do, in theory, but I just haven’t done yet.” 
“Like what?” he asks. 
“Like—write a novel. Or travel. There are a million places I want to go, and I don’t even know where I’d start. I don’t even have a passport,” I laugh. “I haven’t ever even been on a plane. And now I’m sitting here thinking that I might even be outdoorsy. Maybe I’d like to hike or something.” 
“You live in the Pacific Northwest and you’ve never been hiking? That’s disgraceful.”
“Yeah well, I’ve been busy just trying to meet my basic hierarchy of needs. Outdoor recreation kind of takes a back seat to that.” 
“Well now I feel like a dick,” he says. 
“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I have a bad habit of being harsher than I should be or thinking that things are funny when they aren’t.” 
“Or maybe it’s just easier to make fun of them than take them as they are.” 
“Also, that,” I tell him. 
“We should go back,” he says, and he’s right. We haven’t been out for too long, but the sky has already started to show hints of pink, and this late in the season, it won’t stay light for too much longer. Seattle will soon be on fire. He turns his kayak back towards the shore and gives me the push that I need to follow. 
We make it back with little incident, and it’s a relief. Jake helps me stumble out of the kayak and drags them both onto land. He makes himself comfortable on the hill and I feel bad for him for a minute. He seems so content, so whole. He doesn’t deserve to have to be here with me, who couldn’t offer someone anything like that. I sit down next to him anyway. 
“Next time, I’ll take you sailing,” he says. 
“Of course, you sail. How proper.” 
“Come on, stop. Sailing is…intense. It takes skill to sail well.”
“Yeah, no thanks. I’m sure it’s a skill set I wasn’t born with.” I say. I don’t mean for it to, but it comes out cold. 
“Where’s your head? You seem sad,” he says. 
“No way,” I lie. “I’m totally not sad. I’m relieved to be back on dry land. I’m not a strong swimmer, and I don’t really trust that life jacket to do much more than choke the remaining life out of me.” 
“You’re funny. But man, never hiked, can’t swim. That’s crazy.” 
“Well, then I have bad news for you, because that is not even close to the craziest thing about me.” 
“It shouldn’t be. And it’s nice to be around someone that doesn’t pretend for once you know? You just put it out there. It makes me feel like maybe I don’t have to pretend either,” he says, looking out at the water. The truth was my candidness was a wall of sorts. It was more of a warning than an invitation to look closer and get to know the real me. I operate contrary to the traditional dating method of hiding all my deal-breaking character flaws until we were both already in too deep. I wonder what he’s hiding.
“And what is it that you have to pretend? Because if you could knock yourself down a peg and level the playing field a little bit, I would honestly appreciate it,” I say. I hope that he catches my sincerity, and he can hear that I care about him, because so often the things I say just come out wrong, and I’m hoping this isn’t one of those times. It would be nice if he could be a little less perfect. 
“Okay, well,” he sighs, looking out at the city as if hoping he can find the right words too. “I don’t want to sound…indignant. I know, logically, that the world hasn’t treated me unfairly. I was dealt an easy hand, and yeah, I get it, I should just be happy. But I can’t fucking be happy. I try. I look for happiness at the top of mountains, or on all these dates with all these women my parents would want me to be with. But it just feels empty. I don’t care about what I should care about. I don’t wake up and look forward to anything. I’m not a sociopath or anything like that—I don’t think so anyway.” He kind of laughs, but it’s not funny. “I’m just…”
“Depressed.” I finish for him. I know the feeling. It’s hit me like a ton of bricks over and over in my short lifetime. “And you can go through the motions all you want, but it’s still there. It’s chemical.” I mean sure, maybe you can pinpoint some of those moments in your life that have led to it—those memories that replay in your mind at night where you have felt like you had to sacrifice your dignity or bend until you broke away from the person you were at your very core. Maybe you could even absolve yourself of responsibility and break free of those defining moments of injustice and even offer forgiveness, but that chemical reaction, those things that changed you on a visceral level would still be there in the back of your mind, waiting for a chance to wreak havoc on your nervous system. I wouldn’t have guessed that he’d know it, too, but not everyone wears their scars on the outside like I do. I wonder where his came from, or if he even knows. 
“Yeah, so, that’s how I found that bar—the one we went to that first night. I go to that depression support group. It’s okay. My parents don’t want me to go to therapy. They think it would be embarrassing for them or something and that I just need to grow up. Maybe I do, I don’t know. But anyway, instead, they send me out on all these dates with people that they think I should be with, and these dates go on like job interviews and there’s just nothing there. The other day I was at my parents’ house, watching how they interact with each other, and it was clear to me that they didn’t even like each other. They probably stopped a long time ago. I started to wonder if they ever really did because it was never something that I ever stopped to think about. Then, I think, ‘well shit, this is what I have to look forward to,’ and I don’t want it. It just feels like I’m surrounded by people that are putting on a show for someone else. There’s no depth to any of them. But you're different. You make me feel like I’m drowning.” 
He’s still staring out at the city, but now he turns and looks at me, and I feel like my heart is in my fucking throat and if I opened my mouth, it would fall out right there onto the grass. Wouldn’t that be awkward? People don’t talk to me like this. I didn’t think people spoke like this at all.
“I can’t breathe, and I don’t want to,” he says.
Inside, I’m shouting at myself to say something back—something nice—but I can’t choke out a single word. I’m just staring at him, probably like an idiot. I hope not like an idiot. 
“You know,” he says, “I was talking to my parents the other day, and they were going on about our Christmas trip to Aspen that we take every fucking year, and I hate it. It’s like this big production of family togetherness and status that isn’t real. But then I thought, ‘Maybe I could take Ruby. I bet she doesn’t know how to ski. I could tell her it was easy and watch her try. She would get so mad, and it would be fucking hilarious.' Then, there I was, looking forward to something and making plans, and that’s not something I normally do.” 
He says it so casually, like it’s no big deal, but it sounds like he just said that I, with all my darkness and existential dread, was the light he was starting to see at the end of his own dark tunnel. 
“Well,” I say, “I don’t know how to ski. I’ve never done anything even remotely athletic. But if seeing me make an ass out of myself will make you smile, I’m willing to do it. Plus, I would have no fucking clue how to act around your family. I mean, I don’t even have one. I’m sure that misery would give you life.” 
“I’m sorry about your mom,” he says. “I’ve been thinking about that a lot. It makes me feel like such a dick for complaining about my parents.” 
“No…don’t feel like that. She wasn’t around very much, so I guess it could have been worse,” I tell him. “Actually, a little while after my dad left, she was arrested. Drug stuff. I never really knew the details obviously, but I didn’t see her for about three years. My grandma, her mom, came and picked me up. I hadn’t met her before as they had been estranged. I don’t even know if she knew I existed before that day. But she drove me down to Eureka, in northern California, and I lived there with her for three years. It was nice. I mean, I could tell that she was tired. She was too old to be taking care of a 5-year-old, and maybe she didn’t even want to. But the house was warm, and she was there every day. There was always food to eat. She read me stories before bed, baked cupcakes for me to take to school on my birthdays, and we would walk to the beach. But then, of course, my mom eventually came and picked me up, and I never saw her again. I think she died not too long after.” 
“I feel like that was supposed to be a happy story, but it was really fucking sad,” he says, and not in a mean way, I can tell, because maybe he does get me.
“Yeah, I guess it was kind of both. It was nice for me. When I need a clear head, you know, like if I’m trying to find peace, I think of Eureka—the coastline or downtown, my grandma’s old Victorian house, and overgrown backyard. It grounds me.”
“Have you ever been to Ruby Beach?” he asks. 
“No, is that in California?” 
“No, it’s here—on the peninsula. We should go some time You would love it. It’s…ruggedly beautiful.” 
“Kind of like you,” I say. 
He smiles, “No, it’s like you.” And then we are kissing in this perfect place, soaked in the colors of the sunset and basking in the city’s glow. 
Eventually, it’s getting colder and we’re getting quieter. I know it’s time to leave, but despite the endless pile of work I have waiting for me, I can’t think of a good reason to go home. As we start to pack up and leave the park, he asks if I’d like to go grab a drink somewhere. I tell him yes, his apartment, and try not to sound awkward. He says okay and doesn’t laugh, but I’m still not sure if I achieved my goal. 
“I apologize for making things more awkward than they need to be,” I tell him in the car. “It’s unintentional.” 
“That’s okay,” he says, smiling genuinely. “Awkward is kind of part of your appeal. It’s like an…awkward, direct honesty. It’s totally sexy.” 
“So…keep making things weird, then?” 
“Definitely keep making things weird,” he says.
I turn to my window to try to hide my ridiculous smile. It doesn’t feel right on my face. I don't do it very often, and it kind of hurts. We’re pulling into his parking garage now, so admittedly, I probably am going to make things weird as we head up to his apartment—ground zero for my initial freak out. 
We move through the lobby to the elevators. I never really took the time to look at it, but it’s grand and modern in décor, with lots of boxy furniture pieces accentuated with brightly colored glass sculptures and opulent light fixtures. No one is even remotely staring at me like I shouldn’t be there, contrary to how I’d felt that day. I’m shaking my head and laughing at myself because of course they weren’t, for so many reasons. They’re busy. Their lives don’t revolve around me. This is Seattle, and everyone is a little weird. No one cares. 
Then, we’re in this grand elevator, headed for the 8th floor, and Jake is kissing me; my back is against the wall and I’m standing on my tip toes to compensate for the height difference, just trying to get closer and get as much of him as I possibly can. The doors open, and he picks me up, wrapping my legs around his waist, and I can feel how hard he is and how much I want him. We stumble across the hall into his apartment and then my feet are back on the ground, my back is once again against a wall, and Jake is unbuttoning my pants. I gasp loudly as he plunges his hand between my legs; I’m embarrassed by how wet I am. His fingers move in and out of me as I moan, then he’s rubbing my clit hard and fast. I cum quickly, holding tightly onto his shoulders and willing myself not to collapse to the ground. 
But I do anyway. I drop to my knees and take him into my mouth, licking and sucking and enjoying every inch of him thoroughly, as he mutters a barrage of profanities and eventually pulls me up, declaring that he needs to be inside of me, and taking me into the bedroom. He pulls my shirt over my head, and then his own, and lays me down on the bed. He pulls me to the edge, throws my legs over his shoulders, and fucks me hard and without inhibitions. It feels too good, and I’m arching up, trying to get as much of him as I can, begging for more, as his hands come down to caress my nipples. I’m suddenly feeling too sober to be this naked and vocal, but the pulsing between my legs wins out and I cum again, embarrassingly loud, for what feels like minutes. He seems to like it; he’s fucking me faster and then soon after, he finishes and collapses on top of me. 
We lie there for a while in silence, Jake probably just being normal, me getting sucked into my thoughts. I’m a little uncomfortable with how comfortable I am with him. It doesn’t feel quite right. 
“What’s up, Ruby?” he says eventually, rolling up onto his side.
“I think,” I reply, “that I’m going to need that drink. I’m a little too sober for what just happened.” There is that awkward honesty again. 
“Yeah, okay,” he says laughing. “What do you want?” 
“Hard liquor,” I tell him. “Like a whole cup is fine.” 
“Okay,” he says. “You’re funny. I like you.” 
He leaves the room, apparently still totally fine just strolling around naked, but I can’t really blame him. He looks like a fucking statue. I scramble to get my shirt and underwear back on before he returns to the room, and I’m successful. Jake, a man of his word, hands me a whole cup of liquor. I wonder if I should go home, or when, but then we’re watching some kind of a paranormal TV marathon—the kind that is always on late at night in October—and falling asleep together in that same apartment that, just a few days ago, had scared me shitless. In the morning, we have that coffee and shower sex that we didn’t have the last time. I don’t flee and barely make it onto my bus, instead, he drops me off at my apartment in his fancy car and kisses me goodbye before heading off to work. I sit down at my computer, like usual, and get started on all the things I’m close to falling too far behind on, like usual, but nothing feels like usual at all. 
I wonder for a minute who the fuck I think I am.
[image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, I’m getting ready for work when I hear a knock at my door. I didn’t buzz anyone in, so I assume that it’s Alex, and I’m right. He doesn’t look well, but he gets like this sometimes. I wonder what caused it, but again, that isn’t one of the things that I would just come right out and ask. Sometimes, I’m the sick, lost looking person and I don’t want to be asked about it either. I wonder if he will tell me, if he knows that he can tell me and it wouldn’t change anything. 
“Hi,” I tell him when I open the door. 
“I haven’t seen you in a while,” he says. “I didn’t like it. It was weird. I thought I’d come down here and check on you. Make sure you weren’t dead or something.” 
“Definitely not dead,” I say. Just preoccupied with my newly found, maybe dysfunctional romance with Jake and our nonstop adorable texting. It is really fucking cute. Even though I just saw him, I miss him. What is this? “I just kind of…met someone, actually.”
“Have you talked to Cori lately?” he asks. He seems panicked. Did he not hear what I said, or does he not care? I tell him that I haven’t; I say that we were work friends but don’t really talk outside of when I see her with him now. I realize after I say this that I may have missed a couple of calls from her because I think I deleted her number one night when I was feeling like texting her things that I probably shouldn’t. I don’t tell him this because the look on his face is something new, and it’s making me uncomfortable. It’s something like panic, followed by relief and something else behind both, but I can’t quite place it. 
“Okay, good,” he says. “We umm…we kind of broke up. I tried for a while to fix it, I really did, but I think she’s completely lost it.”
“How do you mean?” I ask.
“She’s kind of stalking me. She was going through my phone and my things, tearing up my apartment. The works.” I’m completely shocked. This does not sound at all like the chill, go-with-the-flow girl I know, but then again, I’ve never dated her. People have secrets; love and pain have a way of making people feel crazy and desperate, and crazy, desperate people can do things that they would never have thought themselves capable of before its onset. 
“Jesus Christ, I’m so sorry. I never would have seen that coming. You guys seemed so great together.” Whether I’d liked it or not at the time, it was true.
“I know, me too. If you could just do me a favor and not talk to her and let me know if she says anything to you, I’d really appreciate it. I’m really spiraling here.” 
What did this girl do to him? 
“Yeah, I doubt I’ll hear from her, but I’ll let you know. I mean, that’s awful. You look terrible.” I can say this now, because I know why he looks terrible. He just kind of throws his arms up and gives me this look that says it is what it is. I’m relieved that I hadn’t thrown my Jake saga into this shitshow. I’m sure that would have made it worse. But then he doubles back to what I had said, anyway. 
“So, who’s the guy?” he asks. 
“Umm…his name is Jake Turner. It’s not like a big deal or anything, we just met last weekend. But…I like him.” He looks at me like I’ve said something wrong, gets his phone out, and starts typing. He doesn’t say anything for a couple of minutes. He’s looking for something, I guess. Maybe Cori texted him. Work maybe? Regardless, he’s checked out. I wonder if I should just close the door and go back inside.
“Anyway, I need to finish getting ready. I’ve got to go to work soon, but we can talk later.” I wait for his response for a few seconds and when I don’t get one, start to close the door. He stops it with his hand, turns his phone around, and it’s a picture of Jake. It looks like it’s from his company website. 
“Is this the guy you’re talking about? Tell me it’s not.” 
But I can’t tell him that, because it is. It’s a goofy corporate website photo, so it’s not Jake as I know him, but it’s undoubtedly him. I don't reply.
“Ruby, no. Not this guy.” 
“How do you know him?” I ask. 
“His firm…or his dad’s firm…handles some business for my company. He’s in there all the time. He’s rude as fuck—thinks he’s better than everyone. He’s hooked up with half of the girls in the office. You’re not seriously falling for this guy’s shit, are you?” 
I didn’t think I was falling for his shit. I liked him, but I barely knew him, too. This was, however, a second negative review, and I’m not necessarily the best judge of character. But what would the casual observer have to say about me? About any of us for that matter? And why do they always have something to say at all? 
“I’ve only known him for a week, Alex. I appreciate your concern, but I can make up my own mind about him. The worst-case scenario is he’s a…conceited douchebag, right? I think I’ll be fine.” Casual, nonaggressive, and to the point: a feat I rarely manage under pressure. 
“Alright, fine. But I warned you, Ruby. I’m just looking out for you. People like him just don't see people like us, you know? They can’t even begin to fathom what we’ve been through, or how we get through the day.” I start to feel bad now for being upset. I can see that his heart is in the right place, and he is being genuine. In a world where I had no one, where I had to find my people, I always felt so fucking lucky to have found Alex, even if it could never be what I had wanted it to. He’s been a constant for me. He does see me, missing pieces and all.
“I get it, I just don’t really need you to look out for me like that. I think I’ve got it under control,” I say. 
“Do you?” he asks. “Because guys like that—they use people like you. They want to take care of you or fix you to feel better about themselves—show their friends and themselves that they aren’t like everyone else or they’re edgy or they’re cool, or…they just want to piss their parents off. That’s the best-case scenario. Don’t be his quarter-life crisis before he marries some rich, blonde Instagram model type of girl.”
Okay, that second one stung a little bit. That felt less protective friend and more—something else that I can’t quite put my finger on. I’m going to go with projecting, for now, and I decide to let it hang there and leave the air uncomfortable instead of matching whatever energy that was.  He’s just ended his relationship with Cori, and it went in a really bad way. Maybe he’s just feeling disenchanted with love and relationships in general, and it was just the wrong time. 
After a few seconds that feel like long minutes, he says, “Anyway, a buddy of mine from work is in this band—he says they’re kind of awful—but they are playing tonight at this bar up in Capitol Hill. Thought I’d see if you wanted to go with me?”
Right now, I’m pleased to say, “Sounds cool, but like I said, I have to work. I really need to get going like right now, actually.” 
“Alright, Rubes,” he says. “Good talk.” 
He hugs me, and it’s uncomfortable. I don’t lean into it like I normally do.
And I wouldn’t exactly call it a good fucking talk.
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All the sudden, our late summer collapsed into a cold, wet, fall. The next couple of weeks were kind of a blur. You know the type—when you meet someone and it’s new, and you absolutely cannot get enough of them. You’re completely consumed, and thoughts of them fill every free moment your mind would have had. You start to forget where the other person ends and where you begin. My days consisted of sleeping in at Jake’s in the mornings after late shifts or coming home at night to find him in my apartment, and meeting him for lunches and happy hours when our schedules allowed it. He’d leave early in the morning for work, and I’d lie on his pillow and bathe in his scent. It was intoxicating. It was dangerous. I felt like I was teetering on the edge of disaster—like I was standing on a ledge above the city with my arms out, daring myself to catapult to the ground.  
When I was with him, I was able to forget that outside of each other, in the real world, we didn’t make much sense. When he was gone, I wondered what it would do to us. Thus far, we’ve been able to exist in our own universe, but you can only do that for so long. Relationships progress, friends mesh. Families meet, worlds collide. Where would I fit into his? What if my darkness was too heavy and it pulled us both under? 
I’d find out sooner than I’d like to. 
For the first time in a while, I’m at the bar with Olivia and Evie after finishing an earlier than usual shift. As expected, they’ve been squeezing me for information about my relationship, if that’s even what it is, and I’m just not comfortable giving them. Maybe that’s why I’ve been avoiding this. 
“That’s pretty much it,” I say. “There’s just not a lot to tell. We hang out a lot, I guess.” I’m trying to act like it’s something more casual than maybe it is, because it feels like something else. 
“Ruby, you should have seen him when he came to me at work asking about you. The guy looked sick. Like legitimately ill,” Olivia says.
“Yeah, speaking of—we never really addressed that. Why didn’t you tell me when it happened? Or why didn’t you just give him my number instead of sending him to ambush me at work? That’s how friendship works,” I tell her.
“Honestly, he said he didn’t want it. Something about how if you didn’t want to see him anymore, he didn’t want to have your number to drunk text and cry about it whenever he wanted,” she tells me.
“He did not.” 
“He did. I swear.” 
“She would have ignored the calls anyway, so good choice,” Evie adds. “I love him. I haven’t even met him, but I love him. And you know what’s the best part about him? He’s not fucking Alex.”
“Yeah, that would be pretty awkward if he were fucking Alex.” 
“Stop. You know exactly what I mean,” she says. 
“Not really. What does he have to do with anything?” I ask, but I meant it to be rhetorical. 
“The dude manipulates the shit out of you, Ruby. You know that I hate it. He’s the reason you never have a relationship. He keeps you just close enough that you think he cares. He’s totally fucking fake. Be glad you haven’t met this guy,” she says to Olivia, “I want to punch him in the face.”
“So I’ve heard,” Olivia says.
“Well, it's possible that neither of us will have to worry about him anymore,” I tell her. “I haven’t spoken to him in a couple of weeks, and the last time I did, it didn’t go well.” 
“What do you mean? What happened?” she asks. 
“I think he was upset that I hadn’t had any time for him lately. He already knows Jake, I guess, and he doesn’t like him. He had a bunch of shitty stuff to say about him, and then kind of about me, too—as an extension of him. It didn’t feel great.”
“Of course he did, Ruby. That’s what he does. Don’t worry about whatever the fuck he said. He doesn’t know Jake. He’s lying,” Evie says.
“Apparently, it’s a work contract thing. A lot of the stuff that he said I’d heard before, Olivia, and it was from you. You know, all that stuff you said to Kate about him that night? Maybe he isn’t lying. It’s not like I’m the best judge of character.”
It’s true. The things inside of me that are missing—they can cause me to miss all the signs. The thought triggers one of those moments of indignity to rise up through one of my many fissures and, for a moment, I’m 15 again, working in an ice cream shop in the summertime, thinking that my boss admired me for and appreciated my hard work and dedication. I was starved for praise. He was interested in something else. I down the rest of my drink and try to shove the thought back down, too. 
“He wasn’t for Kate, that’s all I meant by it. It’s different with you. I can tell.” 
It’s kind of a weird thing to hear your friend say, but I don’t tell her that. I also don’t tell her that I think so, too. 
“Well, we’ll see what happens, I guess. He’s going to San Diego for work next week and then when he gets back, he wants me to go to this fancy fundraiser thing his mom is having. I cannot tell you how much I don’t want to go.” 
“Then don’t go,” Olivia says. “I mean, it’s a little bit early to be throwing the parents at you, isn’t it?”
“It is, and I guess that I could. But I kind of see it as a trial-by-fire situation. Like if we just can’t mesh then I’ll find out soon—in true, spectacular failure and it’ll be too obvious to ignore.” If that's how it's going to be, it's better to find out sooner rather than later. If I get any more emotionally invested than I already am, I'm not sure how well I'll absorb the hit.
“Or it will be fine,” Evie offers, shrugging. 
“Yeah, I guess that’s one way it could go.”
“Are you worried about him being gone?” Olivia asks. 
“What do you mean?” I ask. 
“Like—with other girls?”
“No, I’m not worried about it. I mean, what’s there to worry about? If he’s not interested in being with me anymore, he does what he wants, and I move on, I guess. I can’t control that.” What can you do, really?
“Okay, that’s…one way to answer that,” Evie says, looking alarmed. We all laugh, me a little awkwardly. “But Ruby, don’t do the self-sabotage thing, please. Okay? It’s painful. Don’t talk yourself out of this being a good thing. You deserve good things. I’ll come over tomorrow and bring some dresses you can wear to that fundraiser. You’re amazing, and no one is going to judge you.” 
“Alex says I’m his quarter-life crisis. He said I’m the girl he dates before the girl he marries to try and prove some kind of point about himself.” When I stop to think about it, it makes sense.
“Oh, fuck Alex. I cannot emphasize that enough. Fuck him. We need shots.” 
She doesn’t wait for my response and heads toward the bar. The night rolls on and feels like any other night, but Alex’s words still hang heavy and stagnant in the back of my mind.
[image: image-placeholder]It’s 2:00 AM when I get home and find Alex waiting for me. Shit. I didn’t respond to his text. Again. I’m tired and could really, really do without this encounter right now. How do you say that to someone and make it sound nice, especially when that someone is supposed to be one of your closest friends and you’ve just kind of blown them off for the past few weeks—and the same friend who just went through a traumatic break-up and is known to have abandonment issues? 
Shit, maybe I’m the dick here. 
“Ruby. Hey. Where have you been?” He sounds sad. 
“Um, I was just out with Evie and Olivia,” I tell him. 
“You left me on read.” 
“Yeah, I know. Sorry. I saw your message and then I got distracted.” True. 
“Okay, but—you know it’s just that I haven’t seen you in a while. And that’s weird for me because I’m used to you always being around. It turns out I’ve come to rely on it, I guess.” He runs his hands through his thick dark hair and stares up at the ceiling for a minute. His eyes are red, and he looks like he’s been drinking. Where is he going with this? “I know you’re still talking to that guy, or whatever. I’ve seen him around here. But—we’re still cool, right? Do you think I could come in and hang out for a bit? There’s just been so much going on and I’ve…really needed you.”
“Alex,” I pause. “It’s just that I’m really tired. I’m just going to go to bed. I’m sorry. What about tomorrow? Do you want to go get coffee or something?” I offer. I’m surprised at how easy it was to shut him down, and that it doesn’t feel like it was the wrong thing to do. Maybe I’m over this thing with Alex, or maybe there was never really anything there. I’m starting to wonder if maybe it was always just a convenient excuse to live a little less.  
He leans in a little closer—too close—and brushes my hair behind my ear. “My friend’s band is playing again on Thursday.  I know that’s usually your day off. You told me you’d go with me next time, remember?”
 I nod, and it's slight. I don’t want to move much more than that. If I did, our lips might touch, and what then? 
“Will you go with me?” he asks.
“Um, yeah, sure. I’ll be there.”
“Okay, cool. I’ll text you tomorrow, Ruby. Don’t try and ghost me. I know where you live.” He smiles, and it looks a bit unnatural, given how it doesn’t match what’s behind his eyes. I manage a half laugh and tell him that I won’t. He grabs a handful of my hair and kisses me on top of my head, then makes his way towards the staircase without another word.
I’m left alone in front of my door, wondering if I’d done something wrong and if agreeing to go out with him was a mistake. I mean, we weren’t going out. Alex was my friend, and one that I have spent hundreds of platonic nights with. Why should this be any different? But I had to admit, I could kind of see it now—what Evie sees in Alex. He does give me just enough to keep me right there, thinking that maybe we had a future together and imagining what that might look like. Weeks ago, I would have held onto that barely kiss. I would have fantasized about that fist full of hair. Once, he’d told me that we both just had too much baggage and we would never work out because we couldn’t lean on each other without breaking the other one. Did he still feel this way now? He had Cori. She was presumably a whole person. Maybe he had leaned on her and she had broken and now he’s changed his mind. Did it even matter anymore? 
Sighing, I fumble with my less-than-reliable lock for a minute before it gives in, close the door, and exhale the discomfort I’d felt just now in the hallway. I think about the night I’d accidentally introduced him to Cori. Well, no, that’s not exactly true. I introduced them on purpose. I just wasn’t prepared to watch him take her home and for how that would feel—like I had swallowed fire and was struggling not to choke on the smoke. I wasn’t prepared for how it would feel to see them together in the months that had followed, but I did a great job maintaining the façade that I couldn’t feel it burning, and he had done a great job making sure I still knew how important I was to him. 
As a friend. 
I take out my phone and text Jake to let him know I had made it home okay, and that I wished he was here. I desperately wish he was here. I miss his warmth—his physical warmth and the warmth he gives off. Despite everything I’ve heard about him, it feels honest somehow, and it calms me in way I’ve probably needed for much longer than I realize. I could use his calm right now. I collapse on top of the covers and fall asleep in my clothes. 
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“You know, Ruby, I think I’d be completely lost without you. I don’t know what I would do,” Dane, not someone who is madly in love with me, tells me before we open the doors on Wednesday night. I’d come in to do inventory and help him out with payroll. It’s become a habit as of late, but I don’t mind. We both know I need the money and it’s kind of nice to be here, in one of my good-feeling places, without the chaos and the alcohol, and see that it still feels the same. Also, he’ll likely let me leave a little bit early, and it’d be nice to spend a little bit of extra time with Jake before he leaves tomorrow.  
I think about Evie and Olivia asking me the other night if I was worried about him traveling, and I’m not. But it feels weird, because I’m not sure what this is exactly. We haven’t given it a label, and I’m not the type to ask for one. I’ve learned not to ask questions like this until I’m sure I know what the answer will be, and I don’t really know the answer to this one. I’m not sure what he wants from me. I’m not sure where I expect any of this to go. Maybe we are both just waiting. 
“I know, I know. I’m the heart and soul of this place,” I say, dripping with sarcasm. I pull another tiny, folded paper square from my pocket and stuff it into another one of the unlocked mailboxes. 
“Life is better when you learn how to accept a compliment. Trust me,” he tells me. 
“Well, I guess I’ll never know,” I reply. 
“What do you write on those things anyway?” he asks. 
“I don’t know, stuff that I think people might want to hear, but no one says out loud.” 
“Really? That’s pretty deep. I wouldn’t have expected that from you.” 
“It’s just words,” I tell him with a shrug. “I’m not really an expert on how regular people function, though, so maybe I’ve gotten it completely wrong. Do you want to read one? You can let me know.” 
“Nah, it feels…violating. Don’t let me stop you though.” 
“Hmm.” I guess I’m not the only one that sees it that way.
“Come to sate your thirst and your soul,” Aria shouts from behind the bar. 
“Stay for the debauchery,” I add, hiding away the last of my little life letters, as I’ve come to call them.
Once the doors open, it isn’t long before we are completely slammed. We’re deep in the middle of another night of weird karaoke. Alex is here. He’s with a guy from work that I’ve seen with him before, but don’t necessarily know. He orders a drink from me and says hi but doesn’t linger at the bar for long. I wonder if he will try and wait me out or if they have other plans. I hope he has plans to go, because I know I do. It doesn’t stop me from staring a little bit though. He is a beautiful person. He’s beautiful when he’s brooding, and right now he’s smiling and his eyes aren’t as sad as they have been. I watch his dark hair falls away from his face when he throws his head back and laughs, and it trips me up for only a second. It’s not something I, or anyone I presume, gets to see very often, especially as of late. I don’t know how he does it. He’s effortlessly cool, easily and naturally exuding peak Seattle grunge, something I see butchered regularly by too many people trying way too hard. 
Maybe suffering is the key ingredient. 
“You know, there’s something wrong with him.” 
“Huh?” 
“Your neighbor—Cori’s ex. There’s something really not right with that guy,” Aria says. 
So they keep telling me. “Alex is alright. He’s just…been through some stuff, you know. Don’t believe everything you hear.” 
“She’s scared of him. She told me. I guess he’s got this temper…” 
“I’ve heard some weird stuff about her from him, too. Like I said, don’t believe everything you hear.” 
“Alright,” she says, shrugging it off. 
We go back to our busy night, and when Chuck comes in, Dane tells me that I can go, just as I had anticipated. After I make sure Alex isn’t looking my way, I sneak quietly out the back door into the alley and disappear into the late-night fog. 
[image: image-placeholder]I’m sitting on Jake’s couch with leftover Chinese food and a book, watching him try to find all the things he needs to pack for his morning flight. Apparently, he’s one of those people who are unable to find anything they want when they are actually looking for it, because I’ve seen him tear the place apart like this a few times already in the short time we have been together. I think that he must not have been looking for me either, and laugh to myself a little bit, even though it isn’t funny. Then, I think about that first bit, and wonder if instead, he found something he didn’t want. Ugh, why does my brain always go to these places? Surely these kinds of things don’t happen with this kind of frequency to normal people. With my disproportionate slice of the trauma pie, mine must have developed shortcuts. 
He storms through the living room, muttering something under his breath about how he can never find anything with some choice colorful language thrown in there. “You know,” I tell him. “Maybe it’s a sign. The universe just wants you to stay here with me.” 
“I just want to find that stupid fucking garment bag. I swear I just saw it in my closet last week,” he says. Then, he’s tearing into a closet on the other side of the apartment near the guest room, pulling out canvas after canvas, tossing them carelessly on the floor. I’m intrigued, because why, in his sleek, modern apartment with its sad, barren walls, is he sitting on an art stash of that size? Most likely, he just never got around to decorating and has put it off for so long that he isn’t concerned with it anymore. That, or maybe he stole it and hasn’t gotten around to selling it. Maybe he’s from a family of art thieves and this is where they get their money from. That one kind of makes me laugh, too. Then, I think that maybe it belongs to an ex-girlfriend that he can’t get over, or maybe they’re someone else’s boudoir photos. Fine, I’ll pry. 
“What’s up with the art stash? Did you have it smuggled in and you aren’t sure if you’re in the clear yet? Probably want to find a secondary location for it for a while, if that’s the case.” 
“Are you an expert in illicit art dealings then?” he asks.
“I’m an expert in general illicitness. I come from a long line of criminals…probably. I honestly wouldn’t know.” 
“Come and see for yourself, if you want.” 
“Okay,” I say, with a tone akin to a verbal shrug. I set the small, white box of spicy noodles down on the coffee table and cross the apartment with a hint of trepidation. Is this it? Is this the moment that I discover his irreconcilable flaw? 
I sit down next to a teetering pile of canvases of every size and pick up a couple of small ones from the top, one in each hand, turning them over. They’re charcoal drawings; these two are of an older woman’s face. The amount of detail takes me back at first, as I almost confuse them for photographs. I start sifting through the pile and it’s more of the same medium, but a variety of subjects. The larger ones are mostly landscapes and cityscapes—a lot of places that are familiar and dear to myself—and all clearly done by the same artist. 
“Did you draw these, Jake?” I ask.
“Yeah, I did,” he says. 
“Well, these are amazing,” I tell him. “What are they all doing in here? I mean, why hide these? You’re extremely talented. They should be…adorning your cold, sad walls.”
“Still hate my apartment, I guess.” 
“No, I don’t I’m just…deflecting because asking personal questions isn’t something that I’m good at, I guess. I mean, my writing is personal to me. It’s hard to share it sometimes, so I get it if you don’t want to share your art.” 
“I don’t share my art because I’m just not that person anymore, and it’s a reminder of that. And I don’t like it,” he says. 
“Okay,” I say. I don’t push but continue to go through and admire the discarded canvases scattered across the floor, trying to at least stack and organize them with the kind of dignity they deserve as I go.
“The short version of that story is that I’ve always loved drawing. When I got to college, I did what I was supposed to do, and I majored in accounting. I took some art classes too, but my parents weren’t too happy about my grades and blamed it on all the time I wasted on art. I was wasting their money, too, on something that wasn’t going to get me anywhere. There were a lot of fights about it, and all my friends and family agreed with them. So, I stopped taking the classes. After that, I didn’t like looking at this stuff anymore. I couldn’t see it every day. It wasn’t my outlet; it didn’t make me happy anymore. It made me really fucking sad.”
“I’m sorry, Jake. They were wrong, you know. You deserved better than that.” 
“Yeah well, that’s the unfortunate thing about having a family. You have to live up to their expectations instead of your own,” he says. I draw back a bit, and he sees it. “I’m sorry,” he adds, “I didn’t mean that, not like that. I’m not sure how to say what I mean.” 
“It’s okay,” I tell him. “I get it.” But I’d be happy to exchange some freedom for not being completely alone in the world, I don’t say. I could probably use some higher expectations, too, even if they weren’t my own. 
“It’s hard to look at them even now,” he says. “It feels weird—embarrassing even.”
“Well, they certainly aren't anything to be embarrassed about. They're amazing," I tell him. "What made you decide to share it with me?”
“I don’t know,” he says. "Right place at the right time.”
I nod, sinking down onto the hallway floor, my back against the wall, and go back to the pile of canvases I’ve started organizing by size. I spot file boxes filled with what I believe must be more drawings, but I don’t ask to see them. I remember how I’d seen him with that sketchbook in my bar that night and think that he must not have given up on art entirely. 
“Actually, that’s not true,” he says. “I wanted you to know this about me, because I thought that you’d understand how I felt about it. I don’t show people or talk about it because the people in my circle don’t get it. They roll their eyes. They feel the same way that my parents felt. I knew you wouldn’t.”
“I do get it. I do understand. And it is sad. You deserve to…live authentically. As your whole self, no matter what that means to you. Everyone does.” 
“Yeah, well, I’m not even sure if I know how to do that at this point,” he says, pulling a black garment bag from the closet. “Found it.” He heads back towards the room, and I can hear him pulling hangers from the closet and tossing them onto the bag. 
Maybe I’m right about Jake after all. Holding evidence of his depth in my hands, I wonder how the person who created these drawings could ever be shallow like they say. How could he be anything other than a bottomless ocean? I also wonder if, between the two of us, we’ve had too much practice shutting down and burying our feelings and the things that matter to us to ever make this work. I mean, here we are, and after spending weeks like this, we haven’t even given a name to it. Maybe I should read the writing on the wall, or better yet, the lack of art on the wall, and do the same before I get any more invested than I already am.  
I set the last of the drawings back down in the pile and shoot a glance toward the door. It would be easy to run out again. He’s distracted. He would be gone for the next few days, and that would make it easier for him to forget about me. Maybe he would anyway. I’d be devastated and low for a while, but if I waited, it would be even worse. At least I’d get out of the awful fundraiser looming in my near future. 
Just as I’m able to will my legs to make their first move, he comes back out of the bedroom and walks in my direction. I casually sink back down those last couple of inches and wonder if he notices, and he sits down on the floor in front of me, putting a hand on each of my knees. 
“Ruby,” he says, “I didn't mean to sound like such a dick. I'm sorry. The thing that I said before, you know, about not knowing how to be that person anymore, I didn't really mean that. What I meant to say was that I think that maybe I could be that person with you.” 
I can’t think of the right thing to say, but I think that my eyes do. He reaches his hands under my knees, and he pulls me to the ground, climbing on top of me. Now, we won’t need to say anything at all. 
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I wake up in an empty apartment sometime in the late morning. I remember Jake had woken me up when he left this morning, at an hour I never really see unless I hadn’t gotten to sleep yet, but vaguely. I can’t believe he trusts me in here. I can’t believe I didn’t leave. What’s stopping me from squatting in here until he gets back, and then what would he do?  
I manage to pull myself out of bed before it sucks me in for another hour and head to the kitchen where I’m confronted by what is apparently Jake’s coffeemaker. Shit. I have no idea what to do with that, and I can think of about a million ways it could go poorly. I settle for a quick steam shower, grab my things, and head out, locking the door behind me. 
Before long, I’m home with my favorite coffee in hand and sinking into my favorite spot on the sofa and pulling up my email. Okay, looks like I have sold a couple of my articles. At $0.05 a word, I’ll probably come away with $75 bucks each. Not bad, but still not quite good enough to call myself a real writer. Onto the next, I guess. I try my best to focus, but my mind keeps pulling me elsewhere. I wonder how long it has been since I watered my plants, because I can’t fucking remember and it’s a miracle that they’re still alive. I research unkillable indoor plants and wonder how many is too many for my small, dank basement apartment. I get on craigslist and look for studios with an outdoor space. Unsurprisingly, they’re out of my price range.
In other words, I waste time. I really wanted to get this done today, as it’s my first day off this week and I have plans tonight with Alex, assuming he remembers. I don’t plan on pushing it. Regardless, a cloud of anxiety descends at the mere thought, and that isn’t going to help me with my current problem at all. Thus, with a head filled with something akin to impending doom and feeling uninspired, I decide I need some kind of break. I pull on a pair of stonewashed jeans, my docs, and an old t-shirt with a quilted parka. My curls are a mess, but it’s the kind of day that I can pull it back and pretend it’s because of the weather. I grab my anxiety cigarettes from their hiding place and head into the bitter cold.  
I walk for a while, just taking in the city and the scenery. It’s one of those misty rainy days, and I should probably consider aimlessly walking in a different direction because it’s hitting me right in the face. I wish I could say it was refreshing or that it makes me feel alive, but it doesn’t. It’s cold, and it almost hurts. Movies always romanticize rain. So many love stories have culminated in moments of desperation or clarity that can’t seem to be expressed anywhere but in the middle of the street, in the middle of the pouring rain. Somehow, I think those gestures would fall flat for people in Seattle. We do everything in the rain. Entire lives happen in the rain or they don’t happen at all. 
I find myself standing next to a staircase on 2nd Avenue that looks too familiar. There are no signs outside, but it must be the bar that Jake and I went to that first night—the one with the cello player. The door is slightly propped, but the open sign is flipped off. For some reason, it still calls to me. Against my better judgment, I descend the staircase, pull the door open, and step cautiously inside, fully aware that I may be trespassing. It feels like I shouldn’t be there, and maybe the door was opened by mistake. The bar is closed. The seating area is completely empty. 
“Hey there,” I hear coming through an open door of a back room. I look and see a thin woman with glasses, probably in her late 50s or early 60s. “Are you here for the group? We’ve just started. We’ve got a seat for you right here.” 
Shit. This must be Jake’s group. She looks like she would be a therapist. Everything about her is inviting—from her warm tone to the many smile lines on her face to the soft shades of beige in her clothing. I see a circle with about seven people of all different ages and ethnicities gathered around her and I’m struck by what an interesting choice of venue this is—I wonder what the story is around that. I realize I should go. This feels like a violation of Jake’s privacy in some way, even though he is not here. Yeah, I should definitely go. 
But instead, I say, “Um, yeah, I am,” and take the empty seat. 
“What’s your name?” asks the woman I’ve assumed to be a therapist. 
“Um…Olivia,” I lie. 
“Welcome, Olivia,” she says, hitting the name with an intonation that I believe implies she realizes it’s a fake, but that names are not of importance here. “We’re glad you’re here. We’re just getting started. Lana,” she says, addressing another woman in the group, “You had started to tell us that you’d had a breakthrough. Let’s go back to that.”
And so, I listened to this woman, Lana, talk about how she took a huge step this week meeting an old friend for coffee. After an abusive relationship that had ended about a year ago, she was just starting to find her self-worth again and her homework had been to try to reconnect with important people from her past whom her ex had isolated her from in an effort to control her. She talked about how hard it was to reach out and how she had been embarrassed at first. She’d essentially been a prisoner to this man that didn’t even ever let her into his life, and who had eventually just left one day and had not come back without saying a word. After that, she had to face the fact that she’d been manipulated into giving up all the things that mattered to her, and all the people, too. She had hurt this friend while simultaneously hurting herself. 
She didn’t know what they would even talk about. She had lost herself and had forgotten all the things that had once bonded over and shared. But the friend had forgiven her and had, in fact, been so overjoyed to see her and to see that she was finally getting her life back that none of that even mattered. They even made plans to meet up again the following week. 
Then, there was Terrence, who was struggling with getting his life back after addiction following a childhood filled with abuse. Ashley, a young waitress raised by narcissists, struggling to form meaningful connections of any kind with others, unable to get out of bed most days. And on it went. I was surrounded by hurt children turned wounded adults and was relieved no one had asked me any questions or seemed to expect me to speak. No one really even looked at me, but fuck, I felt seen. I also felt like I was eavesdropping on Jake, although he wasn’t there. Still, this had to be crossing a line. Shit. I wonder if I should tell him or bury this.
The therapist, whom I learned they called Dr. Rae, closes by telling everyone to try to find something that ignites a spark of some kind this week and seize it, even if they don’t want to. She mentioned something about checking in with their ‘buddies’, which means that there was a good chance that one of these people were Jake’s ‘buddy'. I wondered who it was. I wondered if it helped. 
As people start to gather their things and head for the exit, Dr. Rae motions me over. “Olivia,” she says, “I’m so glad that you joined us today. Will we be seeing you next week?”
“Um no, probably not,” I say. “I’m usually working at this time.” Not really a lie. “But I’m glad I stumbled in. It was enlightening, in a way.”
She doesn’t say anything, but I can see that she’s waiting for more. She’s practically pulling it out of me with just her knowing expression. 
She must be really good at her job. 
“Honestly,” I tell her, “I don’t know if I’m depressed. I’m technically the happiest I’ve been in my life. Or stable, at least. Maybe stable is a better word for it. Um, I was a neglected and abused child,” I say, my eyes filling with tears. I’d never painted it so plainly before. “But you know, I’ve done okay. I have a couple of good friends, I got my degree, I have a job that pays the bills. I’m safe now, but also, it’s like something inside of me is just kind of broken, I guess. Like a part of me is missing, and I can’t fill that hole. Even when I’m surrounded by people, I still feel so alone.” 
It was all true, and the hole was big. It was a chasm that was always there. I could distract myself with work or alcohol or sex, but it would still be there, empty and constantly threatening to vacuum the life out of me.
“You feel that way because your parents were supposed to teach you what love was, and that you are worthy of love. They didn’t do that. It’s a lot harder to learn as an adult, but it’s doable. You have to want it, though,” she says. 
“Is there like a step-by-step guide or anything?” I say, jokingly. 
“No, there’s no guide, no one-size-fits-all manual for healing your inner child. But—forgiveness is a good place to start,” she tells me. “You have to forgive yourself and know—really understand—that what happened to you was not okay, nothing you did caused it, and you did not deserve it. And then, and this is the hard part, you must let the pain go. You can’t use it as a security blanket. You must let it go, and you have to be okay with letting it go without ever getting an apology and without ever getting retribution for the things that were done to you or the harm that it caused. And that is the hardest part.” 
Fuck. That is the hardest part. I’ve often fantasized about having this breakthrough moment with my mother or my father—that a time would come when they’d have a moment of overwhelming clarity and beg for my forgiveness, and maybe I’d give it and maybe I wouldn’t, but they’d ask. They’d take responsibility for and acknowledge that they had done wrong by me, and that would be how I moved on. Obviously, that moment hasn’t come and will likely never happen. All I can do is nod in response. 
“Obviously, we’d love to have you again,” she says. “We have another group that meets on Sundays if that works better for you, but Olivia, regardless of if you decide to come back or not, I hope you find someone that you can talk to, and I hope your soul finds the peace that it deserves.”
“Thank you,” I say, and head back towards the staircase. I’m visibly shook. 
I light a cigarette and start to walk home, her words continuing to echo in my brain, bringing on yet another feeling of impending doom, when I look up and notice that at some point, while I wasn’t paying attention, the city has started to put up its holiday decorations throughout downtown. Thanksgiving isn’t until next week, and I feel like for some reason, that would normally bother me, but I can’t think of why, and it doesn’t right now. It warms me. I realize that I feel a spark like Dr. Rae had said and decide that I might as well seize it. I drop into a store on the way home and pick up a small tree, a few strings of lights, and some other small decorations for my apartment.
[image: image-placeholder]Once I’m home, I ditch my wet shoes and coat and dump the contents of my bags onto the couch. I’m not really sure what to do with any of this stuff, but I am excited about it. Growing up, some years we had a tree and presents, and some years Christmas went by all but unnoticed. I always told everyone I hated the holidays. I don’t necessarily know that it’s true. I think I just didn’t like that I never knew if they would come for me at all. This could be therapeutic, in a way. I wonder if I could take this opportunity to reclaim Christmas and release whatever uncertainty and unease surrounds it. I spend the rest of the afternoon unpacking ornaments and resentment, telling myself that it makes me feel better. I think that it does. Jake’s therapist would be impressed. 
Jake, on the other hand, probably wouldn’t be. I’m sure he would be mortified if he knew I sat in on the group like that. I’m kind of mortified, come to think of it. I dig my phone out of my bag and check my messages. I haven’t heard back from him at all, even though he had told me he would text when he landed, but I’m sure he’s busy. I decide not to worry about. I know I’m not that girl—at least I haven’t been yet. Still, I log onto Facebook to see if he’s been active, telling myself that I just want to make sure that he made it there okay. 
I start scrolling Facebook and see he’s been tagged in a photo with some pretty, tall blonde girl kissing his cheek—the kind of girl he looks like he should be with. They look good together. ‘Finally got to spend some time alone with this guy!’ the caption says. Fuck. I really wish I wouldn’t have done that. I turn off the lights, grab a blanket, and sink down into my sofa. It’s a Wonderful Life is on, and maybe mine isn’t, but it seems fitting.
Jake does finally text me that he made it okay, he’s sorry he didn’t text back, and that he has been super busy. I leave it on read. 
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“What in the actual hell is going on here? Are you, Ruby Vaughn, decorating for the holidays? Are you  festive now? Don’t get me wrong, I like it, but I’m thrown.”
It’s 9:00 PM when Evie bursts into my apartment carrying three or four garment bags. I’d forgotten she had said she was going to bring some over for the fundraiser tonight, which was still days from now. Who knew what would happen between then and now? 
“Just as promised—a few dresses that I think would look amazing on you,” she says, laying the bags across the countertop.
“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that. Thanks.” 
“What’s wrong?” she asks. 
“Nothing, I’m fine. I’m just supposed to go to that thing tonight with Alex, you know, and I’m pretty tired.” 
“Great, don’t go. But I don’t think that’s it. Are you sure there is nothing else wrong?” 
I tell her about my weird day, my conversation with Alex the other night, and try to bring up the Facebook post to show her, but find that sometime in the last few hours, it’s either been deleted or he untagged himself. I don’t know how to take that. I lay it all out for Evie, and she is less than impressed.
“Okay. That’s a lot, Ruby. I wish I didn’t have somewhere to be so that I could stay here and talk some sense into you. You’re self-sabotaging with that guy; I told you not to do this.” 
“What do you mean? How is this my fault?” I ask her. 
“The picture, Ruby. It’s nothing. He probably untagged himself because he didn’t like how it would look if his girlfriend saw it—or if anyone saw it, really.”
“I don’t know, Evie. I don’t even know if I am his girlfriend. Maybe I don’t even have a right to the feelings that I’m having right now.”
“You’re not going to go to that concert with Alex now, are you?” 
“Yeah, I guess I am. You didn’t see him the other night. He was really upset. I haven’t been a good friend lately, and I feel bad about it,” I tell her. 
“You have nothing to feel bad about. You’re more than entitled to date whoever you want. I really don’t think you should be going anywhere with him right now, not that I think you will listen to me. Just…when you’re with him, consider that maybe he's acting the way that he is because he sees that he’s losing control over you.”
“We’re just friends.” 
“He’s always known how you felt about him, and he has never done anything about it except use it to keep you close and keep you from ever taking anyone else seriously. That's not a friend. Ruby, you guys have never been friends.” 
That one kind of hurt. The hits keep coming. 
“Evie, I know you mean well, I just don’t see it that way.” 
“Okay, Ruby. I have to get going. I wish I could get out of this thing with Garrett so I could go with you at least, but I can’t. I’m going to leave these dresses here. Any of them would look great on you, but I have a feeling you’re going to love the black one.” 
“Thanks,” I say half-heartedly. 
“Hey,” she says. “Your boyfriend will be back in two days. Just ask him about the picture if it’s bothering you that much. Don’t fuck it up with Alex.” 
“Okay,” I tell her, knowing there are no circumstances under which I bring up that picture, especially since it was maybe only up for a matter of minutes.
“And also, you can’t stalk his therapist, Ruby. Joe does that on You. Do you want to be Joe?”
“I’m not...no. I don’t want to be Joe,” I relent. “But the decorations are nice, right?”
“Gives it a little something,” she says smiling. “I’m going to text you relentlessly, but I’d better go.”
We say goodbye and I’m left confused as fuck after what should have been a simple encounter—a dress drop and a high five, maybe. The funny thing is when Alex has something negative to say about Evie or Jake, it guts me, but when Evie drops shit like this about Alex on me, it doesn’t. Maybe it’s because I’ve always trusted her judgment better than my own. Maybe it’s because somewhere inside, I know she’s right about him. 
Or maybe she just doesn’t get it at all. I envy her confidence and the deep love and understanding she has for herself. I’m so happy she’s in a loving relationship where she knows exactly where she stands. But maybe having all these things meant that she would never be able to understand what it was like to be me. 
I look around at my shabby, festive apartment with its questionable window and designer garment bags lying on the bed and wish that, at the very least, I understood myself.  
[image: image-placeholder]Later that night, I’m sitting on the #43 bus to Capitol Hill with Alex. He’s remarked several times how I seem too quiet, I seem off, is everything okay. Really, I don’t know. It should be, but I feel like I shouldn’t be here. Alex’s arm is draped around my shoulders, but it’s heavy and comfortable. Not for the first time, I’m wondering why he does things like this. I’ve never spent too much time questioning it, I’ve always just been grateful for it—for whatever sliver of love and affection he sent my way. Now, I’m wondering if he had been intentionally manipulative like Evie seems to think, or if it has always just been me, making big things out of small gestures for the sake of my unloved inner child, starving for whatever scraps she can get. 
We get to skip the line and enter the bar—the perks of knowing the band, I guess. I’m optimistic that after a couple of drinks and some good music, I will be able to shake off the uncomfortable cloud of whatever seems to be hanging around Alex and me, as well as the uncertainty surrounding my maybe-relationship and the self-therapizing streak I’ve been on since this afternoon. So here I am, my arms crossed across my chest in discomfort, standing at the bar with Alex’s hand on the small of my back because, again, he always does this. Friends do this, don’t they? I notice the place filling up quickly and order two drinks for myself, just in case. 
Despite the aforementioned discomfort, if I’m honest with myself, on any other night of my life up until a few weeks ago, this was exactly the kind of place I loved to be. Dark. Crowded. No one cares who you are or what you are doing, and you don’t care about them either—not in a bad way, but in the very best way. Not to mention, I’m here with the person that I used to think was the person. I should, at least, try to have a good time. 
After we grab our drinks, Alex spots some of his friends from work and goes over to talk to them. I think he assumes I’ll follow, but I’m happy where I am—being a wallflower. The band comes on stage, and everyone gives them their attention for a moment. Then, they start their set, and half of them return to their conversations and what they were doing while the other half is trying to dance or something like it. The instruments are loud, maybe too loud. I know someone is singing, but I can’t hear them. I think they also may be out of breath from all the jumping. I’m not complaining. I’m entertained, and happy to bear witness to all this intensity. 
It’s a good half hour before he comes and finds me. I don’t mind, not like I normally would, but would never say. I’m on my third drink and feeling better about the day, so when he asks me to dance to this crazy shit, I say yes, and we do our best. We’re laughing and sweating, and I’m generally having an excellent time, and things feel normal again. Alex is smiling instead of brooding. I don’t feel the need to close myself off. He’s spinning me until I feel like I’m going to vomit and making up ridiculous lyrics to these songs that we can’t hear just to make me laugh, and everything he does is just so damn funny, and that’s the reason why. Evie always says she doesn’t get it—why I’m friends with him, why I hang around even though I know he doesn’t feel the way I feel—or have felt—about him. He makes everything lighter, and I don’t know how he does it, because he’s battling his own darkness too. He makes me lighter, and I never have to feel broken or out of place when he’s around. It’s always just been easy.
Once we’re out of breath and I’m pretty sure there is nothing left of my makeup thanks to all the sweat pouring down my face (yuck, I hate sweating), we grab a couple more drinks and sit down with his friends. I pretend to listen to their conversations but don’t participate, instead just kind of zoning out. The band must be getting a little tired, too. They’ve switched to some slower ballads, and now I can finally hear the singer’s voice. I’m surprised to find that it’s quite beautiful, and his songs are quite sad. I wonder if the loud ones were sad, too. 
“I’m going to grab a cig. Come with me,” Alex says, getting up from the table and heading toward the back door. It’s colder than I’d like for it to be, but I follow him anyway. He lights a cigarette and hands it to me before getting one for himself. 
“What do you think of the band?” he asks. He isn't laughing, but his face is. 
“I mean..”
“Bad, right?” He laughs this time, and so do I. 
“No…no. I didn’t say that. Not bad. I think that they may have…an acoustic problem that could use some work but…real potential,” I say. 
“Okay, fair. That’s a fair point,” he says. 
“But you know, for the experience, the vibe, and the people watching: 10/10, man. I’d recommend it to a friend.” 
“Right?!” he says. “See, that’s why I brought you—so that I could be here with someone who would be able to just appreciate the experience. Everyone at that table has found something to complain about. It’s tiring.”
I shrug. “It’s boring, that’s what it is. The elitists, the people who try to impress you with how beneath them everything and everyone else is—they’re boring.”  
“Exactly! They aren’t fooling anyone. See, that’s why I need you, Ruby. You see things in a way that no one else does. You see them like I do.” 
It gets quiet. I stare out into the street, exhaling smoke and watching it dance dramatically in the air. I don’t know how to respond to that, and I don’t know if I want to respond to that, so I leave it there for a minute, avoiding his gaze. It seems different; I can feel that something has changed, and there’s a part of me that has been dying for that change for the better part of two years, but I don’t know if I want that now. I don’t know if I do see things the way he does. 
“Let’s go back inside; I’m freezing,” I say, turning to grab the door handle. 
“No wait, not yet.” He grabs me by the arm. Reluctantly I let go of the handle and turn to face him. His dark eyes drill into my own. “I need to tell you something,” he says. 
“…Can it wait?” I ask, hopefully.  
“No, I don’t think it can, Ruby. I feel really fucking stupid,” he pauses. “I miss you. The past month that I’ve barely seen you has honestly been hell for me. I find myself just waiting at home for you to show up at my door or staring at my phone, waiting for you to text. I didn’t realize how much I needed you. I don’t feel like myself without you. And I know what I said about us before—that it would never work out or whatever, but I was wrong about that. I was lying to you, and I was lying to myself.” 
“Alex, you said that I was—that we were both too damaged and that you could never make me whole, and that I would expect things for you that you could never give me, among other things—hurtful things—that kept me awake at night for a long time.” 
“I know what I said, but now I think that maybe you’re the only one it could ever work out with, for all those same reasons.”
“Alex, I can’t do this right now. This is the worst—I mean, are you kidding me? This is the worst fucking timing and the absolute worst thing you could possibly say to me right now.” 
“Ruby, I know how you feel about me…”
“Yeah! Exactly, Alex. You knew how I felt about you for two fucking years. You know me. You know everything about me. And you chose not to love me. So why now, all the sudden, after all this time, now that I have finally met someone that makes me happy, why are you doing this to me?”
“Because I’ve always loved you, Ruby!”
I’m left speechless, but that isn’t a concern for long. His mouth crashes into mine, and against my better judgment, I kiss him back with the part of me that spent so much time waiting for him to love me. It’s just as good as I remember. My back is against the door and he’s grinding his body into mine, running his hands up the back of my shirt, when someone inside pulls the door open and we both fall into the bar. A group of guys walk out, some of them muttering apologies as they pass us, and a couple of them laugh. I lie on the floor there for a couple of seconds in shock, and then decide to flee the scene. 
“Ruby! Wait! Where are you going?” 
“I’m leaving,” I yell back over my shoulder. “I told you I can’t do this right now. Don’t follow me. Don’t come knock on my door.” I exit stage right, and I’m in luck, for once, because my bus is coming up the hill and it has just started pouring. I jaywalk through the rain towards the bus stop. 
Once the doors are shut, and I’m safely inside, alone, I pull out my phone and check my texts. Of course, there’s one from Jake: I can tell you’re upset with me, and I think I know why. Please call me. 
Fuck. 
But once I am home and have showered the smell of Alex off me, I realize that I do want to call him, and that maybe it’ll be uncomfortable, and that will be good. Maybe he’ll tell me I did put too much value into our relationship, and that I make too many assumptions. That’s always kind of been a theme for me, hasn’t it? Then, I can start to let go of this guilt that I’m feeling right now. 
“Hey, Ruby,” he says. That’s it. Fuck, I missed the sound of his voice. This is his I just woke up voice. Shit, I didn’t consider how late it was. It may have been hours since he sent that text.
“Hey,” I say. “Sorry that it’s so late, I didn’t think about it when I called. I just—” 
“Hey, it’s fine. It’s not a big deal. I asked you to call me. I’m happy to hear your voice.”
“You are?” I ask. Fuck, I’m tearing up. What the hell is there to cry about? What the fuck is wrong with me?
“Yes, of course—are you okay?” he asks. He heard it, I’m sure. I try to cover it up. 
“Yeah, I’m okay. So, what’s up?” I ask. 
“I think that maybe you saw something on my Facebook that might have given you the wrong idea,” he says. “And that maybe you’ve been upset with me. Am I right?” 
“Um. Kind of. I mean, I saw the picture that you are talking about. I’m not mad, I was just a little confused, I guess. Then I realized that we never really talked about if we were exclusive or not or whatever, and I’d just kind of made an assumption—” 
“Ruby, if I hadn’t made it clear to you, I am sorry. Let me be clear now. I can see why you’d need that.”
Shit. I’m such an idiot.
“I’m not with anyone else, I don’t want to be with anyone else, and I don’t want you to be with anyone else either. You’re the only one, okay? That girl in the picture is an old family friend. My dad told them we were here, and so were they, so he asked them if they wanted to meet up with us one night for drinks. She obviously wanted it to be something that it wasn’t. I was very clear to her, too. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Is everything alright?” 
“Yeah,” I say, starting to cry a little bit again, “I just had a bad fucking night. I got in a fight with one of my friends, and I really, really miss you.”
“Which friend? Evie?”
“No, my fucking neighbor, Alex.”
“Tall guy? Dark hair?”
“Fucking…probably.” I make a mental note to find out how and why he knows this when I’m not so emotionally disturbed.
“Didn’t realize that was one of your friends. I think that guy hates me,” he says. He sounds annoyed.
“Yeah, well, he probably isn’t anymore.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” 
“No.” I feel like I should tell him what happened, especially now that he explained his situation. But this doesn’t feel like the right time. “I honestly just want to go to bed and forget about it.”
“Okay,” he says. “But if you change your mind, I’m here for you, okay?” 
“Okay. Sorry, I’m just really tired,” I lie, knowing I’ll probably be ruminating over all of this until the sun comes up. 
“There’s nothing to apologize for, really. I’ll see you soon, okay?” 
“Okay.” 
“Goodnight, Ruby.”
“Night.” 
I hang up and exhale loudly, confused, but happy to be safely wrapped in the darkness of my own apartment, save for the strand of colorful lights on my little tree. Despite everything, sleep somehow manages to come.
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I wake up later the next morning than I’d intended to, which isn’t necessarily detrimental, but with everything I had wanted to get done, I’m instantly frazzled. On top of that, I have a decent headache that reminds me of what had transpired just a few hours earlier with Alex, and how I had left it. Not surprisingly, I have about 10 texts from him, all of which seem to be saying the same thing—some version of how we need to talk.  
But I don’t want to talk. I don’t know what to say, and I don’t know if I want to say anything at all. I have a good thing going on with Jake. He makes me happier than I’d expected to be with someone else. I feel hopeful even, sometimes, about what the future could hold for us, even though logically I have no idea what that would look like.  
On the other hand, I’ve always wanted Alex. I’ve wanted him for so long that even though I don’t feel it like I used to, I think my brain is having trouble catching up with the idea that maybe I don’t need him after all. How do I reconcile that? Now, he’s saying that he wants to be with me, too. Part of me feels like this is something that could veritably exist and make sense in the outside world, and that I would be stupid to pass on it for something that, on paper, is so obviously not meant for me. Evie could be right, and Alex could just be manipulating me. Maybe he just likes having me there as an option, and if I were to go to him, ready to go all in, he’d get cold feet and walk back everything that he said, and then everything would be ruined. 
But, there were the things that Evie didn’t see—that no one did. They didn’t know about the guy that would bring me dinner for no reason at all, or breakfast when he knew I was hungover. They didn’t see him when he would come over and watch all my favorite movies with me when I was sick, without complaining that they were the same ones we’d watched the last time. They didn’t know about all the late-night conversations that would end up lasting into the morning. We’d spend hours together, days together. And before him, I’d been so lonely for so long and felt so inadequate. Maybe it was just friendship, but for me, with my admittedly limited experience, it certainly felt like love. 
I throw on the usual jeans and hoodie ensemble and pull my hair and all its curls into a bun, preparing once again to wow the city of Seattle with my commitment to fashion and looking my very best. I grab my laptop and bag, throw on my headphones, and head for the door. But when I open it, he’s standing there, looking like he was about to knock. Either that or punch me in the face.
“Hey,” is all he says. Maybe he came here to say that he was just drunk and none of it was real, and that he didn’t remember that he kind of said he loved me. I would have thought that was what I wanted so that everything could be normal again, but my heart drops into my stomach at the thought. 
“Alex, I really do want to talk to you, but I have so much shit to do right now. I have a bunch of stuff I need to have transcribed by the end of the day, and then I have to work later…” And also, I don’t know what I want from you, or what I want to say to you. 
“Ruby, I just want you to know that I meant what I said last night, every word of it.” 
“Alex,” I bring both of my hands to cover my face, rubbing my head like he's the one who has given me this headache that I woke up with, hoping that this will both soothe it and give me a chance to calm my nerves. “What am I supposed to do with that? I have a boyfriend now, for once, and I am, or I was, pretty fucking happy. I’m also pretty fucking pissed that you chose this, of all times, to put this on me. And I’m not sure what to think about that, honestly.”
“So, you don’t feel the same way then?”
“I’m not—I don’t know. I’ve always had feelings for you, Alex. You knew that. You always fucking knew that. And then I met Jake and…I don’t know. I finally felt free of that; I felt like I could move on and actually be happy with someone else. That’s why I think this timing is so fucked up—"
“Break up with him, Ruby.”
“I really, really, have to go. I’m sorry.” I push past him towards the staircase and move quickly through the lobby and out the front door and into the rain. On my way to Rune, I’m lucky enough to get almost completely drenched by a bus speeding through a massive puddle. You know, the type of thing that only happens when your day is a mess and your insides are already dark and stormy, and it’s the very last thing you need. Something about the law of attraction, I wouldn’t really know. 
Once inside, soaked and armed with a 6 shot americano, I’m able to sink back into my favorite corner and get to work on yet another side hustle. I disappear into a sea of people too busy and too distracted to notice me—my favorite way to disappear. I have three podcasts to transcribe, so that should keep my mind preoccupied until my shift tonight and hopefully help keep all thoughts of Alex and Jake and my general darkness at least somewhat at bay. I turn off my phone and try to get into that vibe, willing my inner voice to keep quiet.
[image: image-placeholder]My mind is also quiet when I’m making drinks and having quick, nothing conversations. Just like Rune, The Post Office is one of those safe spaces where I could always just exist in and rely on to be relatively the same every day. As a person that lacked a lot of basic comfort and stability in their life, I crave those kinds of places, those types of people, and this one paid the bills and helped me maintain my stable existence. Dane was like family, and Chuck and Aria, the other full-time bartenders, always made my shifts fun. Tonight, I got to work with Chuck. He was the kind of person that always managed to make everything funny, even when it went to shit. We’d have the worst shift or the shittiest customer and he’d make it into the kind of funny where, when you thought about it later, no matter where you were, you’d start laughing out loud like a total crazy person. He was doing it now, after I’d just gotten berated by a woman for apparently “splashing” her when I handed her a drink. There was something about how I’d done it because I was jealous. Instead of feeling angry or small, I felt fine laughing it off behind the bar with my friend. 
And it was Friday. It didn’t mark the start of a traditional weekend for me like it probably did for most of the people in this bar, but still, there was always a certain energy that comes with it: one of release and letting go. I needed it, and I was soaking it in. It helped that I felt cute in my retro corduroy skirt, oversized black sweater, and chunky doc boots and the humidity was just right for my hair.  There was a cute loner-type guy at the end of the bar who was laying it on pretty thick. At any other time in my life, I would have been all over that, but now, he was the very last thing that I needed. We also had Dane’s husband performing tonight. It wasn’t anything crazy like what I’d been to last night; we weren’t that venue. We were a small stage, karaoke or a DJ, acoustic guitar kind of set up with an old jukebox for backup kind of venue. Tonight, it was just Tomas and his guitar. He was amazing. I wonder why he only ever sings for us. I wonder if there was ever a time when he had sung for anyone else. 
It’s half past midnight, and I’m living in my comfort zone when Aria, who is working the tables, comes up to me and tells me that there’s a cute guy in the corner that wants to buy me a shot and is asking what time I get off work, and she wants to know what she should tell him. Really? Two in one night? Why didn't this ever happen when I was carefree and lonely? I’m about to tell her to relay that I’m not interested, but I look in the direction she’s gestured towards and sure enough, it’s Jake. For just a second, I’m upset. He should have told me. He should have asked. I don’t know if I want to see him when I’m not sure what to do about Alex. I shoot him a what are you doing here look, but then he just smiles, and it undoes me. I feel like I’m a puddle on the floor instead of an actual person standing here, and that doesn’t happen when I’m around Alex. Alex makes me feel confused and desperate. At his whim, even. This feels different. Transparent, reciprocated. And in this moment, I’m so fucking glad to see his face because now I remember, and I know that choosing him is the right thing to do. 
Until the next time I don’t see his face, probably. 
“What are you doing here?” I ask, smiling one of those too-big smiles that feel unnatural on my face, as he walks sheepishly up to the bar. He wasn’t supposed to be back until the following evening. 
“We were done. I missed you. I got an earlier flight. Are you mad?” 
“No,” I say, even though I was a little bit mad. Knowing that that isn't a normal reaction to your boyfriend coming home early to see you, I don't say it. “Why would I be mad?”
“Because I knew you were working and wouldn’t be able to text, so I just kind of showed up here again. Stalker-like.”
I have a moment of cringe as I remember that I stalked his therapist and probably also his support person, before telling him, “You can’t stalk someone that wants you around, but I don’t get off work until two.” 
“Oh so…do you want me to go, or…” 
“No. I want you to stay…if you want to stay.” 
He says that he does because of course he does. We take that shot, and he goes back to his corner. I do my best to get back to work and into my groove, but I can’t stop looking and making accidental eye contact, and this is still a high I haven’t gotten used to yet. I think that it’s always like this in the beginning, but is it? Has it ever really been quite like this for me? When I bring a drink to that cute guy at the end of the bar again, he looks visibly disappointed.
Soon, 2:00 AM rolls around, and I’m finally leaving with Jake. He tells me he’s not ready to go home yet, and he seems a little different, but not in a bad way. He seems impassioned, more alive than normal. He says that he wants to go do something and asks if I would go with him. Even though I’d be more than happy just to go home and climb into bed, I tell him yes, of course, but what does he expect to do at 2:00 AM other than roll into another bar that’s maybe on its last call as well? He tells me that he doesn’t really know, and that we should just walk for a while. 
So that’s what we do. We stumble down dark and mostly abandoned sidewalks towards nothing in particular. I’m not worried—not because I’m with him, but because I’ve always felt safe here, in this city, wrapped in her endless fog and possibilities. I’ve always felt like somewhere here my highest and best self was waiting for me, and that all those perfect things that anyone wants from life would be there if ever I were ready, or worthy. Maybe he was one of those things. 
And eventually, we stumble into a bar that isn’t quite on its last call. 
It’s kind of like the one where we met—the kind we both said we didn’t like—where it’s too crowded and the air is thick with sweat and body heat, and even having the doors open in late November doesn’t make a difference. When we get up to the bar, Jake orders us Jell-O shots, of all things, and then we are dancing and kissing, like we’re some of these regular, carefree people we’re surrounded by. No one can tell that I’m not the kind of girl that would ever choose to do Jell-O shots or that I wasn’t the biggest fan of public displays like the one I was a part of right now. Together, we look the part enough that no one would ever be the wiser. I wonder who this guy is that I’m out with tonight. It's definitely Jake, but maybe it’s more of him. I’m not sure what triggered it, but I think I’m okay with it. 
Eventually, I tell him I need to take a break. My legs are killing me. I feel like I’ve been doing squats for the last thirty minutes. We don’t find a seat, but we find a wall to lean against, and we decide that we need to be closer; it’s time for us to leave. 
“Just a minute,” I tell him, kissing him hard. I notice there isn’t a line for the bathroom, and it’s going to be a long way back. The DJ announces last call, and I dart for the door before I miss my opportunity and end up filled with regret.  
I’m washing my hands when I hear a knock on the door and a girl’s voice says, “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Sorry guys, my girlfriend is having an emergency—period stuff, you know how it is. I just need to get in there real quick…” It’s Jake. I open the door and he pushes his way through. He closes it, locking it behind him.
“What are you doing?” 
“I’m sorry,” he says, kissing me and pushing me up against the wall. “I just want you so badly. I missed you so much. You’re the only good thing about my life. You’re the only part that I like.” It’s intense, so I stick with my go-to no response, but I think it’s okay, because we’re both fully distracted. Jake unbuttons his pants and reaches under my skirt and pushes my panties to the side. He pulls one leg around his waist and I, on my tiptoes, guide his cock inside me. The banging on the door reminds us that our time is limited here. He fucks me hard and fast, and when he reaches down to rub my clit I explode, and so does he. 
We stay like that for a minute, catching our breath and gathering ourselves. Now, a man’s voice at the door is yelling at us to open up. 
“Jake,” I say, “We’d better get the fuck out of here pretty fast.” 
We exit the bathroom and I practically make a run for the front door, while the security guy yells at us to stop, and Jake is saying something back to him and the people in line like, “Don’t worry guys, we’re fine! Thanks for checking on us.” We don’t stop running until we turn up another street a couple of blocks over. 
“Jake,” I manage to say, completely out of breath, “what the fuck?”
“What?” he says. “It’s fine, we’re fine. And you liked it.” He kisses my forehead and laughs. 
“I mean yeah, but—are you like manic or something?” I ask. 
He laughs again. “You know, it’s funny, but a fair question. I don’t think so. But I hadn’t ever considered that before. I’ll have to ask my therapist.”
“Jesus Christ. Okay. Well. Okay. I think I need to go home and go to sleep.”
But that isn’t what we do. We end up inside a tattoo parlor that says it’s open 24 hours, and I’m laughing and shaking my head because no, there’s no way that Jake is going to get a tattoo, and he’s asking me if he should get my name or my face on his ass. He’s joking, but—
“I’m serious. Let’s get tattoos. Not really each other’s faces on our asses, but yes! Let’s do it.” 
“I feel like you are going to be so mad at me if I let you do this, Jake.” I have my upper arms done and part of my back, but Jake has nothing. No piercings, no tattoos. It’s not him. Or rather, I didn’t think it was him.
“No, I won’t. Seriously, I want to do it. Are you going to do it with me?” 
“You’ve lived 26 years without getting a tattoo and now you suddenly want to get one without even thinking about it? Won’t your parents freak out?” I ask. Fuck. Maybe this is a quarter-life crisis. 
“See? Why would you even say that? Would you ask any of your other friends what their parents would think about a tattoo? I want to get one now, suddenly, without thinking about it, because every aspect of my life has been planned for me and orchestrated based on how it’s going to make my parents look. I’m a fucking adult, and I don’t feel like one half of the time. I’m not living like I want to. At all. I expect this kind of thing from them—from anyone else in my life, really—but not from you, Ruby.”
Well, shit. After all of that, I’m even more convinced that he isn’t in the best state to make this decision, but I’m also not going to tell him what to do. 
“Alright,” I tell him. “Let’s get some fucking tattoos.” I shrug and stroll casually further into the studio, calling his bluff. “I know what I want, actually.” 
“Really? Because I have no fucking idea.” 
“I guess she’ll be going first, then,” the guy behind the counter, whom I assume is of the artists, says. Maybe Jake will even have time to change his mind.
“I want a redwood tree, thin, maybe about 6 inches long, on my spine. Starting at the base of the neck,” I tell him. 
“Can I draw it?” Jake asks.
“Um, yeah,” I say, with only a hint of hesitation. Not because he isn’t talented, because I know that he is. 
He pulls a small sketchbook from his bag and flips through a lot of very full pages until he gets to a blank page. I recognize it as the same one he had with him when he came to my bar that first time and disappeared into himself in that dark corner, and I wondered if maybe we are the same kind of people. So, I tell him yes, he can draw it, and we wait while Jake draws this thin, delicate redwood tree with an intricate root system. He lets me watch over his shoulder, and I’m impressed both by the detail and that it barely takes him any time at all. 
“Do you hate it?” he asks when he’s done and hands me the drawing. “Do you hate the roots? Because you didn’t say anything about roots, so it’s okay if you do.” 
“No, I don’t hate it. It’s…fitting,” I tell him, and I kind of want to cry, but this isn’t a crying moment. It’s just that people don’t do things like this for me, so I don’t know how to react when it happens. Neither of us say anything else, we just stare at each other for a minute. Then, one of the artists asks if we are ready now, I sign some papers, initial that I am not inebriated in any way, and head back with the guy behind the counter while Jake hands another guy a different picture from his book, and they get started, too.
Mine is finished first, and I go to find Jake. He’s not quite done, but I can see what it is. It’s an anchor; the top is a compass and the base holds a body of water surrounded by mountains, with a tiny boat in the middle. 
“A sailboat,” I say. 
“Yeah,” he says. “I missed out on taking you sailing this year, but we’ll go when it gets warmer. You’ll like it, too.” 
“It looks great. It looks amazing, really. You won’t be mad at me for this tomorrow?” 
“No. Are you going to be mad that you have a piece of art on your body forever that will always make you think of me?”
I have a mild panic attack. Shit. I hadn’t thought about that. The lump in my throat is back and my heart rate jumps up. He sees it, and doesn’t like it, so I make my response light, “No. It’ll be…a nice story to tell my grandchildren someday.”
“Our grandchildren,” he says, turning to look straight ahead again. We don’t talk again until he’s finished, but it hangs there, heavy. 
The sun has started to rise by the time we’re finally leaving. In Seattle, at this time of year, it must be well into the morning. Realizing this hits me hard. Aren’t I too old for this? Don’t I have to work later today, and I still haven’t slept? 
“Jake! It’s the next fucking day!” I tell him. 
“Well, technically, it’s been the next fucking day for a while. You just got off work…today,” he offers. 
“Okay, yeah, but I have to work today AGAIN. I need to go home and sleep. God, what are you doing to me?”
“Okay, so let’s go home and sleep,” he says, kissing me. “Come to my home, and we’ll sleep, and I’ll make you breakfast, and then you can go to work.” 
“And I’ll help you with tattoo aftercare,” I laugh.
“And yeah, you can do that.” 
We walk back in the cold first light of the Saturday sun, down a street that I didn’t know could be so quiet, towards a place that I didn’t know could feel so comfortable. And once we’re finally inside, curled up under Jake’s ridiculously soft down comforter, he snuggles up behind me and says to the back of my head, “I love you, Ruby.”
I swallow hard and say, “I love you, too.” It’s hard, but I do mean it. At least I think that I do. It’s not a feeling that I’m deeply familiar with, and the words come out thick and soupy and make me feel far too vulnerable. I wonder briefly if I’d misheard him. He doesn’t say anything else, and soon he’s snoring heavily behind me. As tired as I am, I know sleep won’t come for me for a while. I stare at the wall for the next hour, trying to grapple with what the hell happened in the last 8 hours. 




eleven


It’s 3:00 PM before I finally wake up to the smell of something delicious that I wasn’t used to smelling. Jake made good on his promise to make me breakfast, or brunch, in the middle of the afternoon. Caprese sandwiches with fresh mozzarella. I laugh to myself a little because it’s fancy and a bit pretentious, like how I used to see him. Now, I just saw him as mine. He says something about perfect timing and waking me up that I don’t completely take in because I am busy staring at this gorgeous, shirtless man in front of me, and his new tattoo, cooking for me.  I think he keeps talking, and the next thing I know, there’s food and coffee in front of me.  
“Ruby? You okay?” he asks. 
“Yep, I’m just…taking it all in.” 
“Do you like you see?”
“Yeah. I do.” 
“Did you hear what I said about tomorrow?”
Oh, shit. Tomorrow. I’d almost forgotten about that day I’d been dreading for the past week. How the fuck do people act at fundraisers? What do I do? I’ve only seen them on TV shows and movies, but I’m fairly certain the bulk of it will be mingling and small talk, and I’m not good at those things under the most comfortable of circumstances. In fact, I’m sure there will be a plethora of things I am going to be expected to do or, at the very least, be expected to bear enthusiastic witness to that I’m either admittedly terrible at or entirely inexperienced. For instance, what if I don’t even know how to eat the food, like on Titanic? I’m sure there’s going to be a shit ton of forks. 
“Are you sure you need me to go to this?” I ask, or beg for release, really. At least with my face.
“Ruby,” he sets his coffee down and looks genuinely concerned, “you told me that you would. I told you it would be important. We’re together now, and you’re going to have to meet my family at some point. I mean, you are in love with me so…you’ll go, right?” 
Yikes. Just throwing that word around sober, huh? Okay. 
“Yeah but, can’t I meet them in like a more neutral, non-threatening kind of environment? You know, like…tapas or happy hour?”
“This is going to be as non-threatening as it gets. They’re going to be too busy rolling out the charm to be threatening. There will be people there watching them that they will want to impress. Also, they don’t really do tapas. Or happy hour, even though they’re functional alcoholics.”
“And…all alcoholics like bartenders?” I offer. 
He smiles and says, “Sure. Let’s go with that.” 
That doesn’t sound promising, nor does it ease my fear of schmoozing with the Seattle elites. I finish my food and tell him I have to leave, because I do—I’m supposed to be at work in less than 2 hours and I need to shower and not look or smell anything like the night/morning that we'd just had. He offers to drive me, but I’d rather just walk. It’s cold, but also late enough in the afternoon that my outfit won’t be that out of place. I need to clear my head. I need to be alone with my thoughts for a while. Admittedly, being alone with my thoughts isn’t always the most successful use of my time but given all that has transpired in the past two days and what I can expect in the next two, I am going to need all of the solitude I can get to recalibrate. I tell him that maybe I’ll come over after work, but I won’t, because I’ll need that time, too. 
It’s as cold as I’d expected, and I’m glad I have my headphones in my jacket pocket. Yes, because music helps me clear my head. But also, because—as every girl that’s ever wandered the city alone knows—they’re very effective as armor. The wearer is not interested. She can’t hear you. She’s untouchable. 
It works when I pass Alex a couple of blocks from our building, heading in the opposite direction. I feel him see me at the last minute, and I can feel him turn his head after I’ve already passed. But I’m sure he doesn’t say anything. He knows I don’t want to listen, anyway. 
[image: image-placeholder]Work is steady but slower than I would have hoped, and I’m having trouble focusing when Chuck tells me that Dane wants to speak to me in his office. I’m a good employee; I’d say that we are friends, even. I was happy to come in a little early to help him with inventory again today, and any other day with just about anything else that he needs. Still, I wonder if I am in trouble here, or fired. Somehow during the twenty-second walk to his office, all the worst-case scenarios run through my head. Suddenly, I’m losing my apartment and wondering where the hell I am going to live and what I’m going to do. Maybe it’s because Jake has been hanging around so much. Shit. That could be it. 
“Have a seat,” he says, pushing himself away from the computer on the other side of his L-shaped desk and turning to face me. “You can get that deer-in-the-headlights look off your face. You’re not in trouble. Unless you’ve done something you think you should be in trouble for, and want to tell me about it,” he says jokingly, but I can’t even manage a smile. 
Why am I like this? 
I manage a pretty pathetic excuse for a laugh and sit down, “I’m sure there’s plenty of things I should be in trouble for, but none of them are work-related.” 
“Good,” he says. “Let’s keep it that way. Ruby, I’ve been thinking a lot about my future, and yours, here, and I wanted to run something by you,” he starts. I’m still not at ease. Why would he be thinking a lot about something involving me?
“And where do I start? I guess first, I want to thank you for all the slack you’ve been picking up for me around here lately. I’ve come to rely on you to keep this place running smoothly, especially over the past six months or so. You’ve allowed me to take a step back from the bar to focus on some other projects, as well as my family. And actually, we haven't really gone public with this yet, but Tomas and I are adopting a little boy. He is due next month, and we are so excited. It’s going to be so much work, and I want to be able to be there for all of it, and also, it’s just kind of time, you know?” 
“Yeah, wow. That’s amazing! Congratulations! I had no idea. That kid is going to be so lucky to have you two as parents.” I feel a little tug on my heart when the words come out, and it activates my tear ducts. If only he knew how much I meant it. 
“Thanks, thank you. Yeah, we are very, very, happy. We have kept it kind of quiet because, you know, we have been trying to adopt for a while and we have been burned in the past, but it looks like this time it’s really happening. It’s all going to work out,” he says with a smile, and I think I see tears welling up in his eyes, too. 
“That’s so great.”
“Yeah, so anyway,” he continues, “I am going to be taking a step back like I said, officially, so that I can be home more, and as you know, we have been renovating a couple of properties and we’ve been super busy with that, so I thought it was a good time to hire a manager for this place to take some of the pressure off of me, and I was thinking that the best person for that job would be you.”
“Oh, wow. I wasn’t really expecting that…” 
“Before you say yes or no, think about it. You know the job already. You have helped me out so much. You’ve been here for almost five years now. You’re reliable. You’d be dealing with vendors and supply, making schedules, handling timecards, payroll, and hiring. Also, there is some other day-to-day operations stuff that I can easily show you. It won’t be a problem for you at all. There’ll be a nice pay raise, of course. There would be fewer closing shifts, but you know, you’d be here a lot. You’d still end up behind the bar a lot, just like I do. And I would still be here and be available to you when you need it, so you wouldn’t be completely thrown to the sharks, but I don’t think that you would need me very much, and that’s why I’m hoping that it will be you.” 
“Okay. I’ll…think about it, then.” 
“Absolutely. You’re off tomorrow, so take that time and let me know, but be sure about it by then. I know you have a lot going on, and so do I, so I really do need someone that I can count on, and I need a commitment soon, so if you are going to say no, I need to know.” 
“I’ll be sure. And thank you. For even considering me. But also—are you sure I am the right person for this? What about Chuck? He’s been here a lot longer than I have,” I ask, because I don’t feel like the right person. I feel like a child in an adult’s body, or something like it, being handed an adult job and wondering if they realize that this is just a costume. Legally, sure, I’m all grown up. I have a college degree, but certainly not in business management. I do adult things. That doesn’t necessarily mean I feel like one. 
He puts his finger to his temples as if I’ve just given him a headache. “Chuck is happy in the role he is in right now. He gets to work around his wife’s schedule at the hospital and be there for his kids when he needs to be. Even if that weren’t the case, I’d still be sure, Ruby. But you need to be sure, too. My only concern for you is your self-confidence. You’re going to need to be able to stand up to your co-workers—your friends—when you need to. Don’t let them walk all over you. You know what I mean. Be helpful, but don’t be a doormat.”
Shit. Was I a doormat? I’d never really thought about it that way. I mean, sure. I pick up the slack for my co-workers. I think they’ve realized that if they leave something undone, I was going to do it so that no one would ever be the wiser. I just kind of thought about it as making sure that the ship ran smoothly, not that they were taking advantage of me in some way. Well, except maybe that time when I let my new co-worker go home with the guy I was in love with, and I didn’t even say anything. Maybe I was a doormat then.  
“I get it, definitely something to think about,” I tell him, and I would think about it. 
“You do that, and have an answer for me the next time I see you, okay?” 
“Thank you,” I tell him again, “and congrats, again.” 
“Oh also—no more shots on the clock when you’re the boss.” 
“Got it,” I say over my shoulder, and head back towards the bar. See? I knew I was in trouble. 
Work continues to be slow enough for me to ruminate on our conversation and the possibility of being ‘the boss’. Never having been the boss of anything, it’s such an abstract construct. I could do the job. I’m not worried about that. I look around at my co-workers, my work friends, and try to picture myself ordering them around, and wonder if they’d even listen to me. What if they did take advantage of me? Habitually showing up late, wandering off on their shifts. And then what would I do? My instinct as a co-worker would be that it wasn’t personal, and that I should probably just take on as much of their jobs as I can to make it easier on everyone else, and that’s exactly what I couldn’t do if I wanted to be a successful manager. I also wondered if I were to become Ruby the Manager, then what would happen to Ruby the Writer? Am I officially giving up on her? A lot of the time, it feels like I should—at least from a logistical standpoint—but it’s simultaneously impossible to swallow. I only have this one dream, this one thing that I’m almost good at, and even I don’t believe in it. 
When I finally get home that night, I text Evie and tell her about the being helpful versus being a doormat comment to see if she thinks it applies to me. I don't tell her about the job offer. Evie had the job that I wanted, so it has always been hard to talk to her about work. I wasn’t jealous, because it wasn’t that she didn’t deserve it, and it wasn’t like she had ever made me feel like I was less than, it was just that I felt like I deserved it, too.
I watch her text bubble for a long time before she finally replies: I don’t know, Ruby. I don’t think you’re a doormat. I think you’re tough. Maybe a lot of what other people see as weakness or giving in is just fights that you realize aren’t worth it because you’ve had real struggles that they haven’t. But also, I think that you would benefit from fighting for yourself just a little bit more, and not taking so much shit just because you can.
In theory, it sounded great, but I wasn’t exactly sure how to start. 
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The next evening, I’m standing in front of my bathroom mirror in a strappy black midi dress that I’d borrowed from Evie, and it doesn’t look terrible on me. I’m impressed, not just that it somehow fits, but also that I’d figured out how to lace up the back and had gotten it done on my own. She could have warned me about that, but of course, I could have tried the dresses on days ago like I said I would, too, but I was nervous. However, even though I’m wearing someone else’s clothes and what feels like someone else’s makeup, I’m surprised to find that I still feel very much like myself. This brings me a bit of comfort because I didn’t expect to. I expected to feel like an imposter, and then it’d be obvious that I didn’t belong. Now, I’m starting to believe that it could, somehow, all end up okay, and that maybe I’ve been blowing it up in my head for no reason.  
Thinking that I still have a bit of time before Jake arrives, I’m surprised when I hear a knock on my door. He’s early, I assume, but when I open the door, it isn’t Jake I see. It’s Alex. I can feel the smile fall from my face and turn into something else entirely, and he sees it happen, too. His eyes get dark and sad and lost. I think maybe he’s been drinking already. I’ve never liked seeing him in pain and my instinct is to touch him, but I resist, stuffing it down and biting my lower lip—another anxious habit. My stomach is in knots. 
“Wow, you look…pretty. You weren’t expecting me, I guess,” he says, and kind of laughs. He looks up at the ceiling and runs his hand through his hair. 
“Thanks,” I say softly. 
“That’s okay, I get it, but I knew you weren’t going to answer my texts either, and I was just wondering if you were still going to go with us next weekend for my birthday thing.”
Ugh, shit. “Alex, I don’t know. I don’t know if it would be a good idea for us right now.” 
“Right, because your boyfriend won’t let you go.” 
“No, that’s not why. Alex, listen, please.” I pause for a minute and attempt to gather my thoughts before I throw up too many of them, or not enough, and I don’t know if I’ll get a chance to take them back or do it over again. “This feels fucking terrible, and I hate it. I miss you. Deeply and profoundly to my very core, I miss you. You’re supposed to be my best friend. But I don’t know how to navigate that right now, not after the other night. Honestly, I’m starting to wonder if anything about our relationship was ever really okay, or if it was just…some kind of fucking toxic mess. I don’t even know if I can take anything you say seriously…” I trail off at the end, the last part coming out harsher, hitting harder than maybe I’d meant for it to. I can feel it. It hurts me, too. 
“Wow, are you fucking kidding? You can’t take anything that I do seriously? You’re going to say that to me right now, after you’ve told me repeatedly, for years now, that I’m the only person that understands you? And now, what? Now we’re nothing? You want to throw it all away, while you surround yourself with trust fund babies and dress like that? Is this even you talking, or is Evie feeding you this shit? I bet she loves your new boyfriend, doesn’t she?” 
“See, why do you do that, Alex? Why even bring her up? This has nothing to do with Evie.” 
“Well, it doesn’t feel like you, and neither does this,” he says, gesturing toward me. “Who are you supposed to be right now? Because you don’t sound like Ruby. And you sure as hell don’t fucking look like her.” 
Before I respond, I see Jake standing in the hallway, maybe ten feet away. I don’t know how long he has been standing there or how much he has heard. Black suit, thin black tie. He looks perfect, as always, but I can’t quite process that right now. We lock eyes and I’m unable to say anything, but I can feel Alex staring at me, waiting for a response, unaware that he’s being watched. 
“Is this guy bothering you?” Jake asks. 
Alex scoffs and lowers his head, shaking it, before turning around. “This guy, huh? That’s fucking awesome.” 
“No, he’s not,” I reply. “He was just leaving. Come in.” I say, leaving the door open behind me. Jake passes Alex on the way in, their shoulders brushing, and they exchange heated glares. This was not the way I had intended on beginning the evening. 
“What was that all about?” he asks after closing the door. 
“Um, nothing. We just…used to be friends, and now we aren’t, I guess,” I say.
“Right,” he says. “So that would be the neighbor that you had a falling out with?” 
“Yeah,” I reply.  
“And you guys were just friends?” he asks. 
“Yeah,” I tell him again, my voice fainter than I mean for it to be, “just friends. Give me a minute, okay? I’ll be ready to go in a minute.” I retreat into the bathroom, do nothing other than take a few deep breaths and try to center myself, and emerge a few minutes later, as promised, feeling not much better. 
“Ready,” I tell him.
“You sure?” he asks. 
“Well, not fucking really. But this is as ready as I’m going to be for this,” I say. 
I’m ready to get it over with, at least. 
“Alright, let’s go. By the way, you look beautiful. I forgot to tell you when I walked in on your neighbor drama.” I just kind of laugh and thank him. Please, just let it go is what I’m thinking. 
“So why aren’t you friends now?” he asks anyway.
“I outgrew him,” I say, without making eye contact, and leave it at that. It feels true. I only wince a little.  
[image: image-placeholder]It isn’t surprising that the auction, at first glance, is not as intimidating as I had pictured. For some reason, I had pictured something more intimate where, immediately upon arrival, I would be bombarded by important people that Jake knew asking me a million questions that I didn’t want to answer. Instead, I find myself in an incredibly large banquet hall in a building downtown with probably 50 large tables set up for the dinner, at least as many chandeliers, and a room packed with people. I feel like I could disappear in this room if I needed to. If Jake needed to abandon me for some reason, I could blend into the scenery and it wouldn’t be that weird to anyone to see me there, alone. This gives me some reprieve. I breathe a little easier. We move through the room, taking drinks and hors d’oeuvres from catering staff carrying silver trays (now that, I had pictured) while Jake points people out to me. He hates that guy, likes this guy. A few anecdotes here and there. He’s funny, as usual, and relaxed, unlike me. 
It goes like this for a while, and I’m able to get a couple of glasses of champagne down the hatch before we are approached by a couple of Jake’s friends. One of them is Eric, him I’d heard of a few times. I miss the other one’s name but nod like I didn’t. He introduces me to them as his girlfriend, and they all seem surprised. They look and talk just how I’d figured they would. They seem simple—not in a bad way, but uncomplicated, with an unwarranted sense of overconfidence. They make some comments about how I’d better get out while I can, how I’d better run, and laugh. I laugh too, like I’m supposed to, even though it’s not funny. They continue talking about other people in the room, but my mind is no longer present. I’m wondering what Jake is like when he is with these people, when I’m not around, and how this all fits with the guy that I’ve come to know. I’m also wondering how people get like this and thinking about how I could use some of their overinflated confidence, and what I’d do with such a power. It'd probably take care of my little problem of taking too much in stride. I stand up a little straighter.
“What?” I come back down to Earth when I realize one of them must have been speaking to me, and I missed it. Everyone is staring at me, as if they are waiting for my response. 
“I said I like your tattoos, what do they mean?” 
Ugh, are you kidding me? I hate when people do this. Don’t ask strangers what their tattoos mean, guys. Maybe they just liked the art, or maybe they have some deep and painful, or beautiful and personal meaning. Either way, it won’t mean anything to you, and they don’t want to tell you. 
“Got a week?” I reply, shrugging. 
“What about the one on your back? I noticed it when you walked in. It looks fresh. I’ve got some ink, too,” says Guy #2. 
“Yeah, we actually need to get going. I want to say hi to my mom before this whole thing starts. Sorry guys.” I’m thankful that Jake saves me, kind of, because I think he just said he was taking me to meet his mother. 
“Alright, man. See ya. Nice to meet you, Ruby,” Eric says.
As we walk off, Guy #2 says, “Yeah, nice to meet you, Ruby. Make sure you say hi to Brianna, I know she wants to meet you.” They both laugh, and Eric elbows him a little. Jake doesn’t react at all. I assume this is an ex-girlfriend that must be around here somewhere, and that was some kind of a douche move. Maybe they’re hoping I’ll ask him about it later, and it can be something that we argue about. They don’t know me, so they don’t know I’m not the type to bring it up. It’s not like I’m some person without a past. I’ve certainly got one, and when it comes to matching destructiveness and depravity, I’d be willing to go toe-to-toe with either of those guys any day of the week. I stifle a laugh at the thought.  
And yes, he’s taking me straight toward his mother. So much for a save, I guess. She’s the host of this event, and on the board for the art museum. I’d seen her in photos, but in person, she’s even more beautiful. Tall, slender, and ageless, she moves effortlessly as if through water in a sequined mermaid gown with a gorgeous train. I’m completely blown away; I’m also thinking about how much that dress must have cost and how nervous I am being in its presence, let alone hers. We close in and I’m checking my hands to make sure I’m not still holding onto any food or drinks that could ruin it. I don’t think the chardonnay could do much damage, but I finish it off for good measure. 
She turns and spots us as we make our way over, her smile almost blinding me on sight. She hugs her son, and he introduces me, again, as his girlfriend, Ruby. Her name is Linda, and she doesn’t seem surprised like his friends. She hugs me, too, and tells me she’s heard so much about me. I smile, and tell her I’ve heard a lot about her, too, and congratulate her on the event. I think that’s something that people do. It seems like it hit right. I briefly wonder what kind of things there are to say about me to a mom. She tells me that she’s really glad to meet me, and that Jake never brings girls around, and that I must be special. He seems embarrassed, and I find it endearing. Of all the characters in all the roles I thought I might see tonight, Jake as a boy embarrassed by his mom wasn’t one of them.
“Jake tells me you’re a writer,” she says. 
Well, there it is. 
“I am…an aspiring journalist. I do some freelance work. And I manage a bar in Pioneer Square.” Am I embellishing? I was offered the job, so if I want to—and I think I do want to—then I do manage the bar. I can feel Jake’s questioning gaze. I can also feel my phone going absolutely crazy in this tiny borrowed purse, as it has been for the past few minutes. What the hell is going on? 
“A businesswoman too, then. Nice. I can appreciate the hustle. I was that girl once, too,” she says. 
I highly doubt she was ever anything like this girl, but I take the compliment. Dane would be proud. Soon, lights dim and a man takes the stage, announcing that it’s time for everyone to take their seats. Linda tells us that’s her cue, and she would love to continue this conversation later. It’s a superficial thing that people just say but it feels sincere coming from her. I bet most things do, and that she’s won over a lot of people in her life exuding sincerity just like that. Maybe that’s just one of her gifts. 
“Your mom doesn’t seem like the miserable person you described at all,” I tell him quietly. 
“I didn’t say she was miserable on her own, I said she was miserable with my dad. Distinct difference,” he clarifies. 
“Ah, I see.”
“Manager, huh?” he asks as we head to our table. 
“Yeah, actually. Dane just asked me yesterday. I guess I forgot to mention it in all the chaos. I haven’t told him yes yet, but I am pretty sure I am going to take it.” 
“Ruby, that’s really cool. Why wouldn’t you take it?”
“I don’t know. It feels like I’m quitting in a way, you know, on my writing. Writing has always been my passion, and I don’t want to give up on that girl, if that makes sense.” 
“It’s not quitting. Don’t think of it like that. You’re still the same girl. Taking a promotion doesn’t diminish your writing in any way.”
“I know,” I say, taking my seat. I’m glad to see that we aren’t seated with Jake’s friends from earlier. “I just always saw the bar as something temporary, you know—like it was a great job to pay the bills until I evolve into this serious journalist or best-selling author or something. Taking this job makes it seem like I’ve resigned my fate.” 
If I’m honest with myself, maybe I should. But that's just another one of those things that I wouldn't dare speak aloud. 
“I’ll support you no matter what you do, and you know that. It would be nice to have my girlfriend maybe not working until two in the morning all the time, though. We could spend a lot more time together.” 
I hear him, but I don’t entirely process it. I’m reading through the texts on my phone and trying to piece them together. There’s a couple from Evie, saying something like why does fucking Alex keep calling her and texting her and asking me if I’m okay. There are about 5 missed calls from Alex, and one from the Seattle PD. There’s a voicemail. There are more texts. 
“Um, I think I have to leave,” I tell him, panicked. 
“What? Why? What’s going on? Is everything okay?” he asks.
“Apparently…my apartment was broken into. The police are there. I have to go. I’m so sorry, Jake. I don’t want to embarrass you.” 
“I’m going with you.” 
“You don’t have to,” I tell him. 
“Ruby, why wouldn’t I go with you?”
“Okay,” I tell him, “let’s go then.” We quickly head for the doors, hand in hand, as they start to bring out plates and Jake’s mom takes the stage. I can feel at least 100 sets of eyes on our backs. 
[image: image-placeholder]When we get to the building, sure enough, there are two police cars parked outside, and once we make it down the stairs, we see an officer that appears to be taking a report…from Alex. He’s in my apartment and they’re looking around, and I’m wondering for a minute why the hell they even let him in there, but I don’t really have time to dwell on it. My door looks like it was kicked in; the frame is cracked, and the latch is no longer functional. The officer explains that another neighbor on my floor walked by and had seen my door this way and called 911. Some chaos ensued with panicked residents as they checked for signs that other apartments had been broken into and looked for people in the building that maybe did not belong there. They found no one, and apparently, it was only mine. They spoke to Alex, who then explained that he knew me and that we were friends, and he could get ahold of me. When I didn’t answer, they asked him to come in and see if he noticed anything that was missing. 
My TV was missing. And my laptop was missing. My heart fucking plummets in my chest. My life’s work was missing. 
I could get it back. Some of it, I could get back. But not all of it—definitely not all of it. I stand there, frozen for what feels like an eternity, processing what I’d lost and realizing that I’d been violated. I can’t breathe. I’m burning. It was gone, and my safe space was gone. 
How the fuck did this happen? 
“From what we can tell at this time, yours was the only apartment that was targeted. More than likely, it was a crime of opportunity. It is the only unit in this hallway. It’s quiet down here. Someone just wondered if they could get away with it. We see stuff like this in this area, sometimes. People just looking for things they can sell for drugs. I don’t believe that you were ever in any kind of danger nor do I think you need to worry about them coming back.” 
The officer finishes his report and leaves the three of us, together again, standing in my apartment. I sink down on the couch. I don’t have time for this awkward shit. Not now, when I’m sitting here, once again, figuratively covered in shit.
“I’m sorry, Ruby,” Alex says from behind me. “I’m really, really sorry. If you need anything…at all…you know where to find me.” He squeezes my shoulder and leaves. Jake leaves it be. Thank goodness I don’t have to deal with any of their macho crap right now. 
“Thanks,” I answer faintly. I hear his footsteps as he makes his way toward the door and attempts to close it behind him, only for it to loudly creak as it slowly opens back up into the apartment. Fucking awesome.
“You okay?” he asks. 
“No,” I say through tears. “I’m not okay. I feel fucking violated. I don’t even have a door. How long am I going to have to deal with not having a door?”  
“Ruby, I’ll get someone to come and replace the door for you first thing tomorrow, okay? I’ll send your landlord the bill,” he says simply and reassuringly. 
“You can do that?” I ask. The funny thing is I’ve kind of thought of myself as the one in this relationship with the street smarts and the survival skills, and Jake as kind of helpless in that area. Now I realize I have no idea how to navigate things like replacing a door. Yet again, I’m wrong about him. 
“Of course, I can,” he says with a shrug. “I know this is terrible, and you lost your laptop and I can’t imagine how awful you must feel about that. But that stuff—is just stuff. I’m just glad you weren’t here when it happened.” 
“Are you mad because your trash girlfriend ruined your fancy fucking fundraiser with drug crimes?” I ask resentfully. I realize my anger is misdirected before it comes out, but it comes out anyway.
“Ruby, what the fuck? No.” That’s all he says. I wouldn’t really call it taking the bait, so I’m forced to reel it in. He sits down next to me on the sofa and joins me in staring at the ceiling, saying nothing. We stay like that for a while. 
“Well, let’s go to your place, I guess,” I say, after a while. He tells me to pack a bag, and that I can stay for as long as I want to. I change out of my ridiculous dress and into some sweats and a hoodie. Ultimately, I just grab a change of clothes, my toothbrush, and my charger. I try to do something to close my door as we leave, but it won’t even allow me create the illusion of closed. I kick it wide open in frustration. I guess if someone wants to come back for the rest of my shit, there’s nothing stopping them. 
He says nothing—not when I’m kicking the door, and not when I stop to repeatedly scream ‘FUCK’ into the night when I’m too stupid not to pull on the passenger door handle of the car at the exact same moment he pushes the unlock button, not once, but twice. It isn’t because he doesn’t know what to say, but because he knows me better than I’d expected him to at this point. He knows that I’m angry and I have a good reason to be. He knows that I like to pick fights when I’m mad, and that I’d rather light everything on fire and then lament the ashes I deserve than listen to someone else tell me to calm down. 
We continue that way, in silence, and when we get back to the apartment, there’s a large paper bag at the door. He picks it up and holds the door open for me, and I step inside. 
“What’s in the bag?” I ask as I enter the apartment. 
“Tacos,” he replies. “You didn’t eat. I need to feed you.” 
“When did you order that?” I ask. 
“While you were changing.” 
I sigh, reminded again of why he’s the absolute best. “You know my love language,” I say. 
“Well, I love you,” he says, shutting the door behind him. 
Then, the tears finally come, and when they do, they’re hot and thick and I wonder if they’ll ever stop. After all of that, this gesture—as small as it might seem—feels so big that it fills my heart and undoes me. Who would have thought that tacos could do that to a person? He holds me tight until they taper off.
[image: image-placeholder]“Was your mom pissed?” I ask Jake once he's back inside. I’d been watching his expressions during the phone call out on the balcony, but hadn’t been able to discern the tone. It didn’t seem particularly tense, but maybe they argue differently. Maybe it comes with status. I picture their arguments being less dramatic and more terse. 
“No,” he said, “she wasn’t pissed, she was worried. She said she liked you.”
“Pfft, no way. I’m not mom-likable,” I say, wiping taco sauce off my hoodie. Am I, the woman in the freshly tarnished hoodie, the woman that won his mom over? I can’t believe that. I also can't believe he just eats on this couch, and that he encourages me to do the same. Maybe he should walk back that rule if I’m going to be here for a while. 
“No seriously, she did. She asked if you are going to Christmas in Aspen with us.” He dropped that in casually and went back to devouring his food. Was that a real invitation? Was I just invited to Christmas in Aspen? As in, I’ve never been on an airplane, but I’ve been invited on a trip with people who Christmas places, like it’s a verb. Should it have a lowercase ‘c’ in this case?
“That’s a real thing?” I ask. I remember he had mentioned it that day at the park, on our first date.
“Yes, it’s a real thing. It’ll be fun. I’ll teach you how to ski. It’s easy, and you’ll be great at it,” he says smiling. 
“Shut up,” I say, and hit him playfully on the arm. “You already gave away that joke. You’re going to laugh at me.” 
“Yeah. But it’ll still be fun.”
“Whatever.” 
“So…will you go?” he asks, a serious invitation this time. 
“I’ve never been on a plane,” I remind him, a bit embarrassed. 
“It’s easy. You just sit in a chair.” I roll my eyes at him, and he laughs again. “No seriously. That’s it—that’s the whole thing. You just…sit in a chair. You’re doing it right now and you’re really good at it. You’ll be great on a plane, babe.” 
“Shut the fuck up,” I say, shaking my head. “I hate you. And technically, this is not a chair, it’s a couch.”
He leans over and kisses me on the mouth. “You don’t hate me. Will you go?” 
“Yeah,” I tell him, “I’ll go, with you.” 
We stay up late binge-watching true crime on the couch, my head on his chest, and I wonder if I’d been wrong all along about who I am and who I am meant to be—if I am wrong about the kind of life that’s waiting for me. Maybe it’s better than just surviving. Maybe all the shit I’ve taken in over the years isn’t mine to carry and it never was. I’d just absorbed it all: the ill intentions of others that had used me to displace their own darkness over the years. And there were a lot of them—too many to name, but they’d all left their mark on me just the same—some of them literally, like the burns on my stomach. I was a sponge filled to capacity with the putrid gray water of all of those who had hurt me. I wondered if, like a sponge, I could be wrung out and I wouldn’t have to carry it anymore. I wouldn’t have to be so heavy anymore. 
I imagine myself as a person who has family waiting for them in Aspen at Christmas. I imagine what it would be like to be a person that had to take holidays into consideration before committing to plans. I tried to picture myself as someone that was invited to family barbecues and had nieces and nephews and birthday parties to attend.  It didn’t seem too outrageous. I could just, but only just, touch it. 




thirteen


Waking up next to him, I forget for a minute how I’d ended up here and what had happened the night before. I forget about the missing laptop, the busted door, and the little bag in the corner with next to nothing that I needed. Not that I needed much of anything right now. I needed the warmth of his body, his mouth on my neck, his fingers sliding between my legs like they were now.  
“Good morning,” he said, his voice raspy, in my ear. I could feel his hard cock thrusting against me from behind, the head brushing up against my entrance, teasing me, taunting me. 
“Oh, fuck,” is all that I can reply. “Please…”
When he doesn’t comply and I absolutely can’t take it anymore, I climb on top of him and sit down hard on his cock. I can barely breathe and I’m already shaking with the brink of orgasm as I force my hips to keep moving back and forth, up and down, finally finding my release. I cum hard and loud, and so does he. I tell him something about how I guess my apartment can get broken into any time if this is what I get to wake up to, and he tells me that I don’t have to be robbed to fuck him in the morning, and that I can do that anytime I want. 
We take a shower, make coffee, and have breakfast together on the sofa while watching the local news and it all feels so strange, but also—so normal. Not normal like normal for me, but normal like this is the stuff they show people doing on TV shows and movies when they want you to know what you’re witnessing is a loving, established couple, and not something less or something darker. Jake doesn’t seem to notice. He jokes about how maybe my break-in will make the morning news, completely unaware of how unordinary this ordinary moment feels for me. I take a moment—because a moment is all I get—to bask in this normalcy and the sense of balance it offers my restless soul. Then, my phone starts buzzing. Standard operating procedures dictate that I should ignore it under these (and most other) circumstances, but it doesn’t stop. It’s a shame, really, because it was almost perfect, so close, before I picked up my phone. 
“Who is blowing you up this early?” Jake asked. 
“It’s just Alex. He’s checking in on me—asking what I’m going to do about the door and stuff. He said he got it to close.” 
“What is this guy’s deal?” he asks, visibly frustrated. 
“What do you mean?” 
“The dude is clearly obsessed with you or something. I mean, are you sure he isn’t the one who broke into your apartment in the first place?” 
“Alex has a key. If he wanted to rob me, he wouldn’t have to break down the door. Not that he would anyway, he’s one of the nicest guys I know.” I’m not even sure if I mean that anymore, so I don’t know why I say it. Sticking up for him is a habit, I guess. I regret it as soon as it comes out. 
“See? What is that about? Why the hell does this guy have a key to your apartment? And what is it exactly that makes him ‘one of the nicest guys you know?' What I walked up on yesterday didn’t look like someone just being a nice fucking dude. I thought you said you weren’t even friends anymore.” 
I sit there for a moment. I’m stuck on where to go next, and I’m talking full-on deer-in-the-headlights, mouth gaping, whatever. It’s discernable shock and internal struggle. He sees it, and instead of giving an easy account of the truth, I dump our entire two-year history on him. I tell him about how I’d liked him ever since I’d moved in and how I’d thought I was in love with him, but he was always very clear about how we were just friends, and that he was always dating other women. I told him how he’d always gone out of his way for me, and had made me feel special and loved, and how he was someone I had come to rely on. 
Then, I tell him about how I had gone out with him, innocently, while he was in San Diego, and how he had told me that he loved me and was ready to be with me now, and we had kissed. I told him how terrible I had felt, how I didn’t want there to be any secrets between us, and that I was sorry. I tell him that when he got back, I was so sure about him that I had completely shut it down, even though it had meant discontinuing the friendship. 
I wait for him to reply, but he doesn’t. He just stares at me. I don’t know what to do with that so, despite the fact that I’m screaming at myself in my head to just shut the fuck up, I keep going. 
“Look. I know I lied by omission. But I’m telling you now, right? I don’t want to downplay it, because I know there’s a lot to unpack there with what I now realize was a really fucked up friendship dynamic, but it was just a kiss. It wasn’t one that I had initiated, and then I got the fuck out of there. It’s not like I slept with him or something. Anyway, now you know everything. I had a friendship that had a lot of boundary issues with my neighbor that doesn’t exist anymore. To be honest, it hasn’t really existed since I met you. When I get a new door, he won’t have a key.” 
Still nothing. He isn't staring at me now. He turns back towards the wall. I wonder what's going through his head.
“Do you want me to go?” I ask, and wait. I wait a little while longer, and when I still hear nothing in reply, I take it as my cue to leave. I wonder if he’s really going to break up with me over a kiss. I wonder if really, it’s because I’ve just exposed how I’d been so desperate for love that I’d been okay with surviving on scraps from my neighbor, who was also my friend’s boyfriend. I grab my small bag of next to nothing and head toward the door. 
“Ruby,” he says, getting up from the couch and crossing the room towards me, and stopping about ten feet away, “I really wish you hadn’t told me all of that. Fuck. I really, really wish I wouldn’t have asked.”
“I’m sor—”
“No, it’s not that,” he says. He’s nervous; I can tell. His face drops into his palms. “I slept with that girl, Ruby.”
“…What girl, Jake?” I ask, my heart in my fucking throat. 
“Brianna. That girl in the Facebook photo. The one that I told you nothing happened with. I lied.”
“Oh…” 
Oh, shit. Suddenly, it’s 100 fucking degrees in here, and if there was any of that peace and normalcy I had felt earlier left, it’s completely eroded now. My eyes are burning. My tattoo is burning. I feel like I might throw up pitaya all over his pristine marble floors. 
“I have to go,” I manage to choke out. I adjust my useless bag of crap on my shoulder and turn back towards the door. I open it, and he grabs my arm and turns me around so that now, he is between me and the threshold, looking like he’d been punched in the stomach. 
“Ruby, please,” he says. “I’m not going to tell you that you can’t leave. You can go, you can be pissed, you can feel however you want about it. But please—please understand that I felt like absolute dogshit afterward. I hated myself for it. And I love you—I do. I love you so fucking much. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to hurt you, and because I know I won’t do anything like that again. I just wanted you to be happy, Ruby.”
“Why did you have to tell me now?” I ask through tears. Now I’m fucking crying, and vulnerable, and I hate it. I’m embarrassed for myself. 
“Because you told me all that stuff about you and Alex, about how you kissed him, and about how sad you were and that you didn’t want there to be any secrets between us. How could I not say anything after that?”
“And because your friends know, and your family knows, and you’re in the same social circle, and she or someone else might tell me eventually, right?” I say, remembering the reference to Brianna left hanging in the air at the party by his friends. 
“No…that’s not—” 
“I have to go,” I say, pushing past him. 
“Ruby, please. Tell me you’ll call me later, at least.”
“I want to,” I tell him, “but I know myself. I know I can’t get over this. I don’t trust people—ever. EVER. Jake, you called me specifically to assert that nothing happened with that girl. And you did it so effortlessly and convincingly when you didn't even have to. I believed it. I felt so stupid.”
“I know, I—” 
“You said you were very clear with her that you were with someone else. What am I supposed to do with that?”
“I was…eventually.” 
“Jake, that is so much worse.” 
“I’m sorry,” he says.
“I don’t know if that makes any difference. I already feel like I exist in this space that is somewhere beneath you. Now, I’m always going to have to worry, every single time I’m not around, that you’re with someone that doesn’t. Someone prettier and better, and not a complete fucking mess like me.” 
“There’s no one like you,” he says, his voice breaking just a little. 
“Yeah, well, you would have gotten sick of that eventually. Everyone does.” 
I feel eyes on me and realize we had made somewhat of a scene and a few of his neighbors had come to check it out. I lower my head and move around him toward the elevators. If Jake says anything else, I don’t hear it over the sound of the blood pumping in my ears. When I get inside, I don’t turn around until after the doors have closed. I don’t think I could have taken it had he still been standing there. I don’t think I could have taken it if he wasn’t. 
[image: image-placeholder]The cold air hits me like a ton of bricks when I step outside, choking me, and I take the first my first noticeable breath since I got on that elevator, and it turns into a sob. I’m gutted. I lower my head and put my hands on my knees, taking deep breaths to try to reel it back in, and after a couple of minutes, it works like it should. I mean to go home, but the bus to Capitol Hill gets there first, and the next thing I know, I’m standing in front of Evie’s door. Now that I’m here, I realize that there’s a good chance that she isn’t, as she’s been spending most of her nights at Garrett’s for a while now, but that’s okay. If she isn’t home, I can let myself in and curl up into a ball of self-pity and loathing on her couch, behind a door with a latch, and at least feel safe for a while. After resigning my fate, I’m surprised when the door opens. 
“Jesus, what happened? Are you okay?” she says upon seeing my obviously disheveled, distressed state. 
“No,” I reply, and sink into my best friend’s arms, grateful to have them. They’re the only ones I can count on anymore to hold me up. 
She brings me inside, and I tell her everything, starting with the conversation I’d had with Alex before the fundraiser. I tell her about the friends that brought up some other girl and meeting his mom, and about the break in and my fucking computer being gone. I tell her about being invited to spend Christmas in Aspen with his family, and then about how he told me he had lied about the picture and had cheated on me last week. 
“And now, I’m supposed to go to work tonight and tell Dane that I’m a fucking emotionally stable adult capable of managing his business for him. And I don’t even have a door that closes. Tell me what the fuck I am supposed to do now?” 
“Ruby, I’m so sorry. I mean this is bad. It’s a lot. Are you okay? Of course, you’re not okay. I mean, I know you’ve had more than your fair share of shitshows, but that’s a lot to process at one time,” she tells me. 
“I know that, but what do I do? I need you, because you’re a normal person of sound mind, to tell me what to do.”
“Okay, ‘sound mind’ is a stretch. You know that it’s a stretch.” I roll my eyes, and she continues, “Okay, I know what you’re not going to do. You’re not going to call into work. You’re not going to mess up an awesome job opportunity for yourself because of this. He fucked with your feelings; you can’t let him fuck up your livelihood.”
“That doesn’t feel possible right now,” I tell her. 
“It might not feel like it, but it is possible. I mean, you’ve always been pretty good at putting on your armor and hiding who you are and how you feel from the world. This is no different, Ruby. You put it on, go to work, accept the job, and act like nothing is wrong. Get mad about it if you want to. Use it as fuel. You can fall apart right now and you can fall apart when you get home, but you have to do this first.”
“I know that you’re right,” I tell her eventually.
“Of course I’m right. Also, before you go in, you should call your renter’s insurance about the door and your stuff.” 
“I don’t have renter’s insurance,” I tell her. 
“Well, you’re probably screwed there. Sorry. You can stay here for as long as you want, of course, and you can use my desktop. I don’t want you staying there with a door that doesn’t lock, Ruby.” 
“Thanks.”
“Do you want some coffee?” she asks. “It’s fresh, but fair warning—I woke up feeling like I got hit by a truck and probably made it a little too strong.” 
“Yes, please,” I tell her politely. “Fuck my world up.” She laughs and brings us both a full cup and a sleeve of cookies. She’s perfection.
“What do I do about Jake?” I ask with trepidation. 
“I’m not in it,” she says. “But Ruby, if you want to stay with him, that’s okay. You don’t have to break up with him if you don’t want to.” 
“I think he loves me,” I tell her. “Is that stupid?”
“No way, what’s not to love? I mean, I remember the day that you saw that picture, and when you kissed Alex. You said that you weren’t sure what you guys were free to do and that you’d never officially defined it anyway, right?”
That’s true. I had said that. I think I had even said that he could do whatever he wanted, and it didn’t matter to me. Of course, I had never said that to him, but I had said it to myself and to Evie, and I hadn’t meant it—the part where it wouldn’t matter to me. However, this was before he called me specifically to tell me that we were in a committed relationship and there was no one else and came home manic and crazy and telling me he loved me.
“I don’t want to break up with him,” I tell her, and when I hear it spoken out loud, I know that it’s the truth, “But I know myself. I won’t be able to let it go. I won’t be able to get it out of my head. I’m going to be uncomfortable all the time. I’m already doubting pretty much everything about him right now.” 
“Then,” she says, “I guess you have to let him go. For what it’s worth, I liked him. You know, for you.”
And then I’m flooded with the moments that he had brought me peace, something I hadn’t known enough of in my life. 
“Yeah,” I tell her. “Me too.” 
When I go home to get ready for work, my TV is sitting outside in the hallway with a note on it: Found in dumpster. Is this yours? Yeah, it’s mine. I’m so glad someone decided to break into my apartment and steal two of my barely-valuables only to decide that one of them was shit anyway and dump it in my own trash. They could have put it back, or at least thrown it haphazardly into the street or down a dark alley. It’s the effort to dispose of it properly that offends. I wonder if it still works. 
I pick it up and start to head inside, realizing that there is a distinct inside. I have a new door. And inside, on the kitchen counter, I have new keys and another note from Jake: Please call me. I guess he did get me a new door first thing in the morning, just like he said he would. 
I plug in the TV, and it still works. 
[image: image-placeholder]Work and a sense of normalcy finally hits, if only for a few hours. Dane seems relieved that I’d decided to accept the position, and all my coworkers are happy for me, too—more so than I had anticipated. They tell me things like I deserve it and they’re looking forward to me being in charge, and it feels good. It wasn’t so good that I was able to forget what had happened this morning, but it was good enough that I was able to tuck it into a corner and not let it bother me for a while, knowing full well that I’d be forced to bring it back out and do something with it later. There were plenty of other dark and painful memories stuffed back there to keep it company for now. 
My first order of business apparently, as manager, was going to be to hire a replacement for myself so that they can fill in for me while I transitioned to my new position. I spent the end of my shift looking through a pile of resumes and setting aside the ones I wanted to reach out to. I decided I could do well at interviewing and was surprised to find that I was looking forward to meeting these people and doing this job. What a relief it was to have something to look forward to right now. 
Dane gives me a bunch of paperwork to go over to take home with me and tells me I can leave for the night a little bit early. I’m relieved, because I’m mentally exhausted, but I’m not necessarily looking forward to being alone right now. I grab my stuff and prepare to head out the back when Chuck passes me on his way back from the break room. 
“See you later, Ruby. And congratulations again. It’s going to be fun having you as a boss.” 
“Are you sure it won’t be weird for us? I mean, we’re friends, and you’ve been here a lot longer than I have. How can I be your boss?”
“Not for me. Being the boss is a flex, but freedom is a flex, too. I like the job and I like the freedom that I have right now. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have stayed for all this time.” 
“Thanks,” I tell him. “That makes me feel a lot better.” 
“Besides, I married a doctor. I’m a trophy husband. I have to be there to look pretty for her.” 
“Is that right?”
“Yeah, good thing she isn’t an eye doctor,” he says, nudging me. “I’d better get back to it.”
“See you tomorrow.”
I’m barely out the door and walking home when my phone rings, and of course, it’s Jake. He had been texting, and I’d been ignoring them, so I’m not surprised. But, when I go to put it back in my pocket, I accidentally answer it. For a few seconds, I’m frozen with panic. Not answering a call is one thing, but answering it to hang up on the person is an act of aggression that I’m not ready to commit to. I’m also not ready to explain that I accidentally answered it and then hang up, so I reluctantly bring it to my ear. 
“Hello?” I say. It feels unnatural. Isn’t that just the normal way to answer a phone? 
“Hey,” he replies. “Wow, I really didn’t expect you to answer, I guess. Now I’m not sure what to say.” 
“I can hang up, if you want.”
“No, no don’t do that. I want to talk to you. Maybe in person, though. Can I come over?”
“Jake—no. I’m sorry. I just need a little space right now. I need to organize my thoughts or…whatever. It’s still just so fresh.” 
“Yeah, I know. I know that. I just feel like the longer we let it sit, the worse it’s going to be. You know what I mean? I feel like maybe you’re going to sit at home and think of more reasons to hate me, or convince yourself that I don’t care, and I do care. I keep thinking that maybe you’re already starting to get over me.”
“I’m not over you,” I tell him softly. 
“Okay, well—what about tomorrow?”
“I don’t know. I’ll call you after work, though, okay? I just need a little bit more time.” 
“Okay,” he says, “I’m really, really sorry I fucked up.”
“I’m sorry that you ended up with someone so fucked up,” I say, and hang up before he can tell me that I’m not, because little does he know, I’m about to prove it to him. My mind stays quiet for the rest of the walk home. 
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It’s after 1:00 AM by the time I get in, but I’m not about to lie in the dark, sober, with only my thoughts. I go to the kitchen, pour myself a glass of wine, and scroll through just about everything available on Netflix before settling on the Ted Bundy movie with Zac Efron. I figured it would be emotionally safe, and now I’m not sure if I was right. I expected it to be more violent crime and less love story. Maybe it says something about me that I see a love story.  
I get a text from Alex: Just wanted to see if you were okay. For a second, I think he is talking about the thing with Jake and wonder how he knows about it, and then I remember the other thing—the break-in. That night feels like it was an eternity ago. I’m momentarily baffled when I realize that this has all transpired over the course of just over 24 hours, and it has undoubtedly been the longest 24 hours of my life. 
I remember that we are supposed to be on shaky terms at best, but for whatever reason, I can barely remember why or if it even matters at all anymore. The numbness I feel inside doesn't seem to care. Instead of ignoring the message, or sending a generic response, I instead send him back: Yep. Nothing a little bit of wine and true crime can’t fix and a picture of my tv behind the wine glass in my hand. Instead of texting back, he knocks on my door. 
“Hey, nice door,” he says when I open it. 
“Thanks, I just got it,” I tell him. 
“Can I come in? I was kind of hoping that was an invitation to watch Bundy.” 
“Pfft, why not?” I say, leaving the door open. I head back towards the couch and call out, “Help yourself to whatever. Wine. There’s beer in the fridge, too.”
I hear him open a beer, and then he comes over and sits down on the other side of the couch. It’s small, so we are close enough that we could easily be touching, but we aren’t. I can’t quite read him right now, but what I’m picking up on seems to be remorse. I wonder for which part, exactly.
After a while, he says, “Sometimes I watch shit like this, and I feel like I narrowly avoided becoming this guy. You know? Like I could have been Ted Bundy.”
I turn to him, eyes wide, and laugh hard. It feels completely foreign, given the circumstances and the person I’m sitting with right now. I wouldn’t have thought this entire scenario would have been possible a day ago, but here we are, and it feels normal. I breathe that in for a second. 
“No way. But I get what you mean. Like, who do we think we are, having childhood trauma in spades, and just going on to live normal lives?” 
“Are we normal, though?” he asks. 
I shrug, “Not me. I never said I was normal. I just said I live a normal life. I mean, before you got here, I was watching this and rooting for Ted and his girlfriend to work it out. That can’t be normal.” 
He laughs hard at this. “No way. You were not.”
“No seriously. I was like, ‘Please, don’t kill any more of these girls. Just go home. Put this behind you.’”
“You’re just a sucker for a redemption arc. You know that’s not how this story ends.” 
“Yeah, I guess…or maybe it’s because I’m also just barely not Ted,” I say. I finish my glass of wine and go to the kitchen to pour another one.
“Are we still friends, Ruby?” he asks when I sit back down.  
“I don’t know,” I reply. “It feels like we are right now.”
“Because…I would take it back, you know. I would take back all of that stuff I said if it meant that we could still be friends. Or maybe I would have told you sooner, I don’t know. I just don’t really feel like I’m a good person, you know. And you are a good person, and I didn’t want to make you leave, too.”
“You are a good person, too,” I tell him.
We watch the last bit of the movie in silence, his hand resting innocently on my feet. My tiny apartment had been a source of so much comfort to me over the past two years, but after what had happened, it felt cold and foreign—as if its essential nature had changed when I was forced to change the locks. Getting ready for work here this afternoon had felt wrong. Coming home to this place after work tonight had felt ominous. However, sitting here with Alex somehow makes it feel like everything is almost normal and maybe it could be that place again. I had missed my friend. 
So maybe that’s why I did it—why when he said goodnight and started to stand up, I grabbed his shirt and pulled him into me, kissing him hard. I think I’d half-expected him to back off. I thought that maybe he’d pull away and break out the old inventory of all the reasons why we couldn’t do this, and then maybe we could be friends, because we’d be even at that point, but he didn’t, and neither did I. His mouth was warm and as his lips engulfed mine and his teeth nipped at my lower lip, I remember the first time we had kissed. I’d been sitting on my kitchen countertop when I grabbed him that time, and I’d thought that I’d never felt so connected to anyone before. I remember thinking that everything was about to change, and then it did, because he’d just turned around and left. I also thought about how I’d wondered what else he could do with his tongue, and realized now, as he starts to remove my shirt and then my pants and his mouth made its way down my chest, spending some extra time on my nipple, and then on down my stomach that I was about to find out. 
It was as good as I had anticipated. My hands grip the couch tightly, my back arched, and I gasped as his tongue began to circle my clit. I couldn’t stop myself from bucking against him. “You taste so good, Ruby,” he says, “I’ve wanted to know what you tasted like for so long.”
It isn’t long before I’m cumming and his mouth is quickly replaced by his long, hard cock. I always knew it would be big, but I’m still caught off guard, and I can see on his face that this pleases him. 
“Oh, fuck…” I moan, still out of breath from my last orgasm. 
He takes his hands and moves my legs; one swings up over the back of the couch, and he holds the other one out to the side. He drives into me with long, hard thrusts, making sure I take it all in, and I let go of myself, and push up against him, begging for more and getting exactly what I wanted as my body starts to shake and I cry out as the waves of my second orgasm hit me. His thrusts get shorter and faster, and not long after, he’s collapsing on top of me. I’m left staring at the ceiling, wondering where the hell that came from and what I’m supposed to do now. 
“I’ve never came that hard before,” he says eventually, before kissing me and casually strolling into the bathroom.  
Afterward, we’re lying in my bed. Alex is snoring softly next to me—I had forgotten that he snores sometimes—and I’m staring at the ceiling, thinking about Jake. Shit. I’m sitting here thinking about how I still love Jake and how much I miss his scent and his depth and all the things that he’s made me feel and given me to look forward to. As much as I’d thought I’d been in love with Alex and for all that he has been to me, it’s just never been like that with him. 
I realize, then, that none of what happened tonight was about any kind of feelings I had for Alex. This was about me, and my need to self-destruct. It was about my shadow self and her fear of being rejected, like we had been our whole lives by all the people that were supposed to care for us. And so, I’d done it again. I’d been so afraid of being left broken by Jake that I’d decided to effectively decimate the relationship on my own terms instead. What we’d had was real and deep and completely out of my control. I could barely handle it on the best of days. I couldn’t bear the thought that there might be even worse days. I couldn’t fathom that I would bring him an even worse day. Now, I am pretty sure I’m about to lose both of them for good.  
“Are you still up, Ruby?” Alex asks, maybe a couple of hours later. 
“Yeah, sorry.” Shit. He must have heard me ruminating. Either that or my tossing and turning with discomfort.  
“Is it my snoring?” he asks, innocently. 
“No,” I say, climbing on top of him, previous revelations aside. 
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I wake a few hours later to the rustling of a body somewhere in my vicinity. In my tired haze, for just a moment, I think that it’s Jake. I reach for him, finding instead nothing but an open space next to me and, when my eyes adjust to my surroundings, I remember what had happened. The weight of my reality crashes down on me. It was Alex casually grabbing articles of clothing off my floor, not Jake. It would never be Jake again.  
“Oh, hey,” he says. “Didn’t mean to wake you up. I have to get to work, though.” 
“Oh yeah, totally,” I reply, sitting up on the bed. What a relief. That should give me…roughly 16 hours before I need to deal with how I’d, literally, fucked this up. “I forget sometimes that you’re one of those people who live life between normal hours with the rest of the normal people.” That’s what I say. Please leave so I can get dressed is what I think.  
He does, though—leave—and expediently. The energy is heavy and wrong, and it’s more than just me. It’s him, too. Once again, I can’t quite read it. He kisses me quickly, saying something about coming over after I get off work later. I tell him okay, and then he’s gone. I breathe in relief and breathe out existential dread. 
Then, there’s a knock on my door. Shit. I scramble to pull on a pair of sweats and a tank top. It must be Alex. I hope that he’s just forgotten something and hasn’t decided that he wants to have some type of discussion about what happened right now after all. Berating myself for being this way, I force my reluctant body to do the normal thing: keep walking towards the door and open it. Unfortunately, once I do open it, it isn’t Alex at all—it’s Jake. He’s standing there holding a laptop box and his eyes are sad and he just stares at me. For the longest time, he doesn’t say anything at all—he just stands there, and it hits me like a thousand tiny needles that he must know. I want to crawl in a hole. I want to reach inside my chest, rip my heart out, and drop it at his feet. I want to grab him and kiss him, or write him poetry, or tell him a lie that will fix it. But of course, I can’t do any of that. 
“Ruby,” he says slowly, “why was that fucking asshole just leaving your apartment?” 
But it wasn’t a question, and I don’t answer. I just stand there, frozen. My mouth is probably hanging open, but I don’t make a sound. 
“That’s…what I thought.” And that’s it. That’s all he says before he turns and makes his way down the hall, towards the half staircase that will take him to the entryway, out the door, and effectively out of my life. I stand there, choking on that realization, for what feels like minutes but for what must have been a lot less, because once I do finally will my feet to move, and they do move, I’m able to catch him just outside the building, barefoot in the middle of a heavy December rain. It’s so cold that it shocks my system, and maybe that’s why I’m able to say more than I’m able to admit to myself. 
“Jake, I’m sorry!” I yell at his back. He stops but doesn’t turn around at first. “I don’t expect anything from you, I just want you to know that it’s not what you think.” 
“Really?” he says, turning and running his hands over his face and through his soaking wet hair, body language that I’ve learned to recognize as indicative of his inner struggle. “Because it looks like you wanted to get revenge. And you fucking got it—so congratulations, Ruby. You fucked me up good. Are you happy? Did you finally get the guy you really wanted? Did I help you do that?”
“No,” I say. “No. I never wanted revenge. I never wanted to hurt you. I just—I’m fucked up, okay? I’m a fucking mess—” 
“Fuck yes, you are.” 
“—and I just. I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle the way that I felt about you and after you told me what happened in San Diego, I freaked the fuck out. I had this idea in my head that I was just going to stand there and love someone and let them hurt me over and over again and it was too much and I couldn’t take it, so I just…ruined it.” 
‘Before it ruined me,’ I don’t say. On my very best days, I’m hanging from a very delicate thread, walking an even more delicate line over a river of broken things that I’ve barely managed not to let consume me. I do this by existing behind a veil of biased facts I tell myself about what happens when you expect better from people and what they can do to you when you let them in. Despite all of this, somehow, he had made it in, and when it felt like my heart might burst, my fucked up ego took care of the rest. 
“Yeah, you did—,” he says, “ruin it. Hope it was worth it.” 
He turns to leave, and I let him. I don’t say anything else; I don’t try to change his mind. I can hear in his voice that he can’t take any more of this, and I won’t subject him to it.
“Oh, and you can keep it, by the way. I don’t fucking want it.” 
I’m not sure what he’s talking about, but it’s of little consequence when you’re standing in the middle of what’s essentially a minefield of all the things that mattered to you, and you’re watching them explode. It’s even worse when you’re the one that set them off in the first place. I watch him go until he crosses the street and is swallowed into a sea of 9-5ers in black coats with black umbrellas. Somehow, despite being an obvious spectacle, when my chest cavity implodes, no one notices.
I drag myself inside and see the laptop box sitting in the hall by my door. Keep it. I don’t fucking want it. 
I pick up the box and cross the threshold into my apartment. Once the door closes behind me, I’m overcome with every emotion and sensory experience I’d been repressing. I’m cold and I can’t feel my feet. I’ve been laid to waste and I’m heartbroken. My body hurts and I’m a piece of shit. I may even have frostbite, but I think that’d be okay. Losing a few toes sounds like a decent start to fair penance for the pain I’ve caused. I sink down the door and onto the floor. Eight weeks ago, I thought I had it all figured out. I had a system, a routine, and it had worked. Keep surviving, don’t let anyone get too close. I catch a glimpse of the person who’s to blame for all my problems in the reflection of the window, and it’s me. I see my own cloudy, incomplete visage and all the pieces that are supposed to be there but aren’t. I wonder when I started hating her. 
I think I was wrong about the rain. I need a shower. 
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It can’t get worse now , I thought. Time to pull myself up off the floor and face the consequences, I thought. So, I did. I went to work that night, and no one noticed a thing. No one asked. I smiled, and I poured drinks. I joked around with my coworkers behind, what I can only assume, were dead eyes. Dane showed me how to take care of some of the vendor stuff, and I set up my interviews. It was busy, and it went on like any other day would have, as if I hadn’t just blown my whole world up. But when it rains, it pours, and for me, it wasn’t quite done pouring quite yet.  
I’d almost made it. I was just about to leave for the night when she walked in. What would have happened if I’d left just five minutes earlier? 
“Hey, Ruby. It’s been a while. I was hoping you’d be here. I really need to talk to you about something.” 
I almost don’t recognize her. She had cut her hair and changed the color—blonde instead of blue—and had lost quite a bit of weight. I think for a minute that maybe it was too much weight, then I remind myself that I don’t get to make those kinds of judgments about other people’stoward bodies. I wonder if she is okay. I remember what Alex had said—that they had broken up because she had gotten obsessive—and I wonder if that is what brought her here. Was she here because of him? Because of us? How could she possibly know about something that had happened just barely yesterday? 
“Uhh, yeah, sure. Um, do you want something to drink?” I ask Cori. 
“You should grab a bottle,” she says with something that isn’t quite a laugh, “and two glasses.” 
She turns and starts making her way towards a table in the back. I take her advice, and a swig from the bottle as I make my way over. I am technically off work now, so I’m not breaking my promise not to drink on the clock anymore.
“Sorry to ambush you like this, I had tried to call you and message you, but you must have me blocked on everything.” 
“I…didn’t block you on anything,” I reply. 
She laughs, “Yeah, that’s kind of what I thought. He’s sneaky like that, you know.” 
“No,” I tell her, “I don’t know. Who are you talking about? Alex?”
“Yeah, Alex. He emailed me today. He’s not supposed to,” she says, pausing. “I need to warn you, Ruby.”
[image: image-placeholder]It wasn’t at all what I expected. Apparently, it started out with small things. They were kind of things that didn’t seem like such a big deal, because they were in love, and she wanted to share a life with him. So, when he didn’t like her friends, and they didn’t like him either, she distanced herself from them. She convinced herself that they were just jealous. 
Then, he needed to know where she was and who she was with all the time. He never believed her. He didn’t trust her. She figured that it was because he had had a rough upbringing, and that he would need some time to separate her from the people who had let him down, and she was willing to give it to him. This part makes sense to me, too, because I have felt it. That’s why when he asked her to send pictures and videos of where she was and who she was with, she decided that it was fair. When her family started to worry and voiced their concerns as well, she distanced herself from them, too. 
Then, the things got to be not so small. It was sitting outside of her office. It was calling her boss to check in, which eventually became so frequent that she was reprimanded at work. Lastly, and what got her to the point where she finally couldn’t take it anymore, when she’d ran out of excuses, was the surveillance. That was when she got scared. She found out he had been recording her, and them, inside of her apartment, that night after we had all been here together. And that was it, she was done. But he wouldn’t let it go. 
He followed her, threatening her with the photos and videos that he had. He started harassing her friends and family. She felt stupid for being so wrong about him, about everything. She said she had thought of herself as an unbreakable person; she wasn’t like those women that you see in the Lifetime movies. She wasn’t someone who was capable of being fooled and manipulated by someone like him and grappling with the reality that she had been was probably the hardest part. It was all so obvious to her when she really stopped to think about it. 
After that, she realized she had to get the police involved. It was too much. It was bigger than she could handle, and she was terrified. That’s where they are now. There were protection orders and cases filed and Alex was out on bail.
I sit back and listen until she’s finished, saying nothing, incredulous. As she finishes, I take a shot straight from the bottle, not even bothering with the glass or maintaining the façade of any kind of decency, realizing that this must be at least the fourth one since she started talking because the entire bar is starting to lean to the right. I don’t know what to say or what to do. I believe women, but this doesn’t sound like the person I know. In fact, it directly contradicts the account he had given me himself. 
I realize she’s waiting for me to reply, and I’m not quite sure how to do that. I throw back my glass and set it down on the table. “Wow, Cori. I mean, Jesus. I’m so fucking sorry. I mean, I have known Alex for two years, I had no idea that he was even capable of anything like that.” To be honest, sitting here now, I’m still not entirely sure he is, but I don’t say that. 
“He told me that you two were together—that you had been together this whole time. I just thought that you should know, in case—” 
“Whoa, wait. No. Cori, we are not together. And we weren’t together when you guys were dating. I wouldn’t do that—to anyone,” I say. Then, I realize that isn’t necessarily true. I would do it to myself and to Jake, apparently.
“Well, you can’t be too sure. Not everything he says is a lie, just most of it.” She pauses and takes a shot herself, and then adds, “Anyway, I just wanted to warn you. His parents say that this isn’t the first time he’s done something like this. He has a long history of—” 
“His…parents?” I interrupt. 
“Yeah, Ruby. That story about his parents dying in a car crash…it’s made up. They’re estranged, but they’re totally fine. They live in a big house in Sammamish with his two younger sisters. They all have fucking matching Teslas,” she scorns. “As far as I can tell, they’re nice people. I don’t know what happened. I ran into a couple of his friends at a bar one night, and they mentioned his sisters. I was confused, but I didn’t want to let on that I didn’t know about them, and so I decided to try and look them up. They’re all real, Ruby.”
For whatever reason, this is the part. This is the part that throws me over the edge, the part that makes the room start spinning and makes me want to throw up in my mouth. We had bonded over what we had lost and the trauma we had been through. I’d shared so many details. He had shared so many stories, and apparently, they were all fake, and they were good. I doubt I could have written them. The broken part of me grieved for the broken part of him. My world got a lot less lonely when I met him. He made me believe that I could still be okay. It was based on a lie. 
My eyes well up with tears and I throw my head back in an attempt to reabsorb them back into my eyeballs. It doesn’t quite work, and I wipe them away. 
“I’m sorry, Ruby,” she tells me. 
“It’s okay. It’s fine. I just need to leave now. That’s about all I can take, but thank you.”
I get up, throw some money on the table, and race out the back door. My legs somehow carry me home, but I don’t remember it and I’m not aware of it until I’m turning my new key in the new lock and sinking into my sofa. I wonder if I even remembered to breathe. It doesn’t quite feel like it. 
I feel my phone vibrate and dig it out of my pocket. It’s Alex: Text me when you get home. And that’s it. I look at the text, thinking that it doesn’t feel like a text from someone that was madly in love with me and had loved me for years like he had claimed. I didn’t care much about that, but still, it was another lie. 
Or maybe, just maybe, Cori wasn’t telling the truth. Maybe it was like Alex had said, and she had flipped the script. Except…I remember something she had said and pick my phone back up off of the couch. I go to my privacy settings, and there’s a number blocked. Is it her number? I’m not sure, but I knew hadn’t blocked anyone.  I had never had a reason to block anyone before, so I certainly didn’t do it. Maybe it wasn’t her number, though. It could be a technology fuck up or a drunken mistake.
Then, I check my friends lists on social media. I don’t pay close attention to it, so it’s quite likely I wouldn’t notice if someone had gone missing, and I find that, sure enough, Cori was missing. “Fuck!” I yell out, kicking my coffee table over and throwing my phone hard toward the back wall. It hits a floating shelf with a couple of old wax candles and dusty books I hadn’t bothered with in a while, and everything goes tumbling to the ground. A perfect metaphor for what’s happening to this life I’ve built for myself, I think as I begrudgingly peel myself off the sofa and out of my figurative pit of despair to clean up the literal mess I’ve made.  
That’s when I see it. It’s small enough that I never would have noticed it otherwise—a tiny square black box with a lens in the middle. It’s a camera; it must be. I almost grab it, and then I freeze. I leave it and run into the bathroom, shut the door. “FUCK!” I yell out again. Then, I start to get nervous. What if I’m not safe in here either? I take inventory of the small room, and everything seems to be in place. I open the cabinet and find nothing. This room appears to be clear. I turn on the faucet and splash cold water onto my face. Think, Ruby. What the fuck are you going to do now? 
I could leave. I could just leave, pretend that I didn’t see it, and go to Evie’s and hide for a while. But I don’t. I take a moment to gather myself, and the wheels start turning. I think of my friends. I wonder what I would tell them to do. I gather myself, and then make my way up two flights of stairs and down the hall to Alex’s apartment and knock on the door. I probably wouldn’t tell them to do this. 
“Hey,” he says, reaching towards my waist once it’s open, but I take a small step back. “What’s up?” 
“Um, so Cori came to The Post Office tonight. She told me…about everything that happened with you two,” I say plainly. 
“Okay…whatever she said, Ruby, I’m sure it wasn’t true. Why don’t you come in and we can talk about—” 
I take my hand out of my jacket pocket and unfurl it, revealing the small camera I had found on the bookshelf, and say nothing. I wait. 
“Ruby…” he says, “it’s not what you think…” 
“Stop,” I tell him. “Just stop. I already called the police, Alex.” 
“Fuck, Ruby. What the fuck—”
“They’ll be here soon, so we don’t have a lot of time to talk. So please, just tell me something real,” I say. My eyes fill with tears again, and in his I see something that I wasn’t expecting. I’d expected anger, rage even. Instead, I see raw emotion, hurt, and genuine remorse. It trips me up, but only for a second. I almost reach out to him, too. 
“I didn’t mean to do this…to you, Ruby. I never wanted to be like this with you. It’s like…a sickness, I guess. You were so authentic, and your pain was so palpable already. You didn’t deserve me, but I couldn’t just leave you alone, either, because I do love you. There’s no one like you.” 
That’s what I keep hearing. At this point, it can’t be a good thing. 
“Stop. Just—don’t say that to me anymore.” 
“Then you started dating that fucking guy and I just flipped the fuck out. But Ruby, now you know, okay, it’s all out on the table and you know what? Maybe we can move past it. Maybe this is a good thing. You can help me stop. You can tell the cops that you made a mistake, and we can be together.” 
“I don’t know you! You say that it’s all out on the table, Alex, but what about your parents? What about your whole fucking happy family living the suburban dream in Sammamish, and all those stories you told me about your sad, tortured life that made me feel like you understood me being completely fucking fake? What about that?” 
“Okay, yeah, I made some of that stuff up, but you don’t know what it was like growing up with them. They never understood me, okay, not like you do. It was a fucking nightmare, Ruby. They may as well have been dead so—” 
“No! No, Alex. Don’t. It’s not the same. It’s not the fucking same, and you have no idea—no fucking idea—how not the same it is.” 
We hear footsteps and turn to see the police making their way down the hall. “Is there anything else I should know before I find it out from them?” 
“Yeah,” he says, sounding defeated. “There’s another one on top of your kitchen cabinets. And I took your computer. I’m sorry. I didn’t even need it. I already had access to your phone. I just wanted to ruin your night.” 
“Well, you succeeded,” I say, unable to hold the tears back now. “You ruined everything, Alex.” I start to make my way back down the hallway, toward the police officers. 
“It’s not too late, Ruby!” he calls out after me.  
I turn back, look at him one last time, and sob out the words, “Yeah it is, Alex. You made me so fucking sad.”




seventeen


“Something is wrong with me, Evie,” I say, the next morning, after waking up on her couch. “Something is seriously wrong, deep in the core of my being.” 
“No,” she says, “It’s not you. You didn’t do anything wrong. It was him.”
“You don’t have to do that. I did a lot of stuff wrong. I really, really, hurt Jake. I’ve never hurt anyone like that in my life, and it feels so fucking bad that I can barely breathe. How are there people out there that do shit like this, hurt people, and then they just get up the next day and live their lives, and then do it again? To their friends, to the people they love, to their fucking children…how do they reconcile something like that?” 
“They’re bad people. You’re not a bad person, or you wouldn’t feel this way.” 
“Maybe not, but there is something wrong with me. You knew, Aria knew, Cori’s friends and family all knew there was something off with Alex. You could feel it in your gut that there was something wrong, but I didn’t. I thought I had this special ability to see in him something that no one else could. My instincts are all off. I’m missing something essential. I can’t live like this anymore, Evie.” 
It was true. I’d had maybe only a taste of what it was like to be loved, to trust someone, and to be in a normal relationship, but it was enough to know that it was something that I wanted now. I just have no idea how to do it. 
“Okay,” she says, and I’m both relieved and kind of disappointed when she doesn’t argue that I’m just fine, and I don’t need to change anything. “What do you want to do about it? How can I help you do something about it?” 
“I need help,” I say. “I think I need to get real, psychiatric help. I need to move! He’ll be back; I can’t stay there anymore. I can’t live below him.”
“Okay,” she says, “we can do those things. We can find you a therapist, or a psychiatrist, no problem. And an apartment. I’m sure if you have a restraining order against one of the other residents, your landlord will have to let you out of the lease. My dad can help with that, too.” 
“Alright.” Her dad was a lawyer, and although he probably wasn’t my biggest fan, it would be really nice if he could. 
“And you know what else you need to do in the meantime?” 
“What’s that? Please don’t say call Jake.” 
“Oh no way, do not call Jake. If he wants to hear from you, Ruby, he will reach out. Honestly, I wouldn’t expect anything, though,” she says. 
“Yeah,” I say softly and reluctantly, “I know that.” 
“You need to do what we do. You need to write about it.” 
“But who would want to read about it?” I ask. 
“A lot of people would, Ruby. A lot of people who have been in your position, or may be, or know someone who has been. People like Cori, who have been manipulated and gaslit by controlling narcissists into relationships that they aren’t sure how they ended up in in the first place. It’s how we heal. You might be able to help someone else heal, too.”  
[image: image-placeholder]Evie was right about a lot of things. Luckily for me, this included being able to get out of my lease. She was also right that I shouldn’t expect to hear anything else from Jake. I didn’t. Christmas came and went in a haze of bad coping skills, little sleep, and immersing myself in my new job, which I had to admit, I was rather good at. But lately, my job has been boxes. Lots and lots of boxes. 
I sit down on the dusty hardwood floors of my new apartment in what has mostly become darkness, save but for what is currently coming through the windows from the streetlights outside and the light over the stove, unpacking the final few and listening to the rain come down. This studio might be twice the size of my old place. It used to be an old mansion in the early 1900s and has since been converted to apartments. I think my first-floor unit must have been an entryway—it’s quirky and wide, with a couple of stairs that lead up to a small kitchen and an alcove for the bed. I think that maybe I could put a screen up and have somewhat of an actual separate bedroom. It’s also cold, with a big picture window undoubtedly making it colder, but it’s beautiful, and it fills me. It feels like me. The road is tree-lined, and I know it will be beautiful in the summer and breathtaking in the fall. I’m trying to find joy in the little things—a suggestion from my therapist—and finding that despite the aching pit in the bottom of my stomach, there is still plenty to take in. Even if it’s just a tiny bit, and even if it doesn’t sate me for very long.
When I was growing up, there would be times when my mother would come out of her haze for whatever reason—a fallout with a boyfriend, cleaning up in jail, or a new job or idea she was excited about. She would tell me that everything was going to change, and how great things were going to be. We would do the things that normal families do, or at least what I imagine they do, like go to the beach, get ice cream, or stay up late watching movies together. And it was nice, but it never lasted for long. I learned not to trust it. It never took long for her to get back on a bender or bring home that guy, and for me to go back to being her problem, her burden. And of course, I’d have to pay for that. 
I know now that I’ve thrown a lot of that back into my worldview. I had these walls that I put up between myself and everyone else, and I made it a habit of burdening them with doomsday expectations and assigning them vindictive intentions while waiting for them to prove me right. I set the bar low, too low, in a lot of ways. I need more than contentment and my basic hierarchy of needs to be met. It was enough for that lonely, broken little girl, but it isn’t going to be enough for me now. That aching pit in my stomach is evidence enough, and I realize now that it’s probably always been there, hungry for something else, and I’d just learned to ignore it. On the other side of this, out of my haze, I realize that what I thought was peace was merely a bandage, and once ripped away, it was easy to see that while it had covered the wound and even soothed it during these years I had spent on my own, it did nothing to heal it. It continued to fester and ooze beneath the surface, infecting anyone else I encountered.
I don’t know how Alex slipped through. I guess because I assumed he was like me, and also just because my instincts are so fucked. According to my therapist, a lot of people that were supposed to show me what love was and how to set the bar for how I wanted to be treated dropped the ball, and I’m going to need to start from scratch to figure it out on my own. Something like that is supposed to be innate, like breathing. Society takes it for granted, operating under the assumption that everyone knows what it’s like to be loved, but some of us don’t. Some of us are out here completely fucking blind and we’re just making it up as we go along. We’re doing our best, but there’s bound to be a learning curve.  
He’s tried to contact me a couple of times. He called me from jail, he has messaged me on social media. He’s not supposed to, and he knows that. I didn’t reply, but I also didn’t report it. I can’t help but to bleed for him a little bit even now. I believe him—that he did genuinely care for me, that we were friends. It doesn’t change anything, but I'm not afraid of him, and I don’t think I will have to worry about him anymore.  
I still pick up my phone and think about texting Jake. I also pick it up and think about unfriending him on my socials, so I don’t have to see how okay he is. I haven’t been able to unpack that quite yet.  




eighteen


It’s the first New Year’s Eve that I haven’t spent working since I started at The Post Office in college. It feels weird to be out among the enthusiastic masses instead of behind the bar, especially given my current state. But—perspective: I am lucky that I have a friend as good as Evie to even invite me out at times like this. Granted, it’s going to be a fancier affair than I would have chosen for myself—one of those champagne and fancy attire soirees where we all masquerade as adults, at least looking the part even if we don’t feel it, for the night. Garrett, Evie’s boyfriend, will be hosting, or rather I should say  they will be hosting at their place. I’ll be unabashedly underdressed, underwhelming, and hopefully unnoticed, or at least that’s the plan. Someone once told me that everything about me was loud. 
“Ruby, you came!” I hear Evie shout as I come through the door. She’s barreling through the crowd towards me in a short, tight blue dress that does everything for her. Her enthusiasm is genuine, and her smile shines as it always does. 
“Yeah, I was invited, right? Garrett isn’t going to kick me out?” 
“Oh, stop!” she says. “No way, he loves you.”
I’ve never been quite sure of that. 
“Are you all moved in now?” she asks. 
“Yeah, I guess so. What about you?” 
“Um, yeah, pretty much, I guess. I feel like I still owe my apartment a proper goodbye, you know, but it’s all cleaned out. Nothing left but…almost four years of memories. God, I’m going to miss that place.” She smiles and laughs a bit, but it seems more like she wants to cry. Happy tears, though, for an end of an era. 
“Its next resident will have a tough act to follow," I tell her. "New beginnings for both of us, I guess. One by choice, and one kind of by force, but fresh nonetheless.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say I was forced, but I wouldn’t say it wasn’t at all coerced either,” she says, laughing, but there’s something behind it. Maybe it’s just that she’s been drinking. I see that in her eyes, too. She’s never seemed anything but happy in her relationship, but I know they went back and forth on this one. She dragged her feet a lot. Maybe I am missing part of the story. 
“I’m happy for you,” I tell her, hoping that it will soothe whatever unease she may be feeling. 
She smiles and grabs my hand, “Come on, let’s get you a drink.” 
I follow her through the room to the kitchen and run into Olivia. 
“Ruby, you’re here! You’re wearing jeans.” It’s not a question, it’s a statement of fact. 
“Yeah, it’s a compromise,” I tell her. “And it’s also genuine advertising. My top is strappy though, it’s kind of fancy like you like.”
“I do like it,” she says. “There are a lot of single guys here, you know.”
“So I heard. It’s all you though, Olivia. I’ll be your wingman, but I’m going to have to sit this one out. I don’t think Garrett’s friends would be my type, anyway.” 
“Jake wasn’t your type either,” she says nudging me. 
It’s still too soon, and I wince a little when she mentions his name. “Still a little fresh,” I say. 
“I’m sorry,” she tells me. 
It’s okay. I know what her intentions are. She can be a little awkward like I can sometimes, but in the loud way, whereas I am in a quiet way. She trips over her own feet and her tongue sometimes. It’s endearing once you get to know her.
After a while, I slip into a state of almost comfort. I feel somewhat normal there with my friends and these well-dressed strangers, laughing. Laughing feels so foreign that it almost hurts. I realize how much I have missed it. Eventually, I notice I’m happy, and I didn’t think I’d be able to feel that way so soon, and then I’m dancing. It’s surprising that I’m the same person who, a couple of weeks ago, could barely force myself do to what I had to do to get through the day. It’s almost like everything will be okay. 
And there it is. I’m feeling genuine optimism in the light of something ordinary. After 3 therapy sessions, am I cured? Probably not. 
We continue to laugh and drink and smoke, mostly Olivia and I, while Evie makes her rounds playing hostess. It turns out I am a decent wingman, which was great for Olivia, because she did end up meeting a cute guy—at least for the night. But midnight creeps up on us quickly and once I start seeing everyone coupling up for their first kiss of the new year, I feel my mood sinking. If I were full before, then it’s like someone pulled the plug and I am starting to drain. It isn’t a new feeling; it’s what happens when you use band-aids when what you really needed was stitches. 
I excuse myself onto the balcony and let the cold air fill my lungs. I exhale and try to release the tightening feeling in my chest. There should be a pill for this. 
I hear the countdown to midnight behind me and wait for it to be over. “New year, same fucking me,” I say out loud, throwing back the rest of my drink. Fireworks start to explode over the water and as the sky fills with color, I hear people cheering from the streets below and from the windows of surrounding units. It’s admittedly beautiful and sort of a reminder of how interconnected we all are. I almost take the time to consciously revel in the predictable beauty of it all, as part of my ‘fake it until I make it’ therapy protocol, but I’m interrupted. 
“What’s wrong with the same fucking you?” a man asks. He was with that guy I’d left Olivia with, so I assume he’s one of Garrett’s friends, but I haven’t seen him before. He embodies tall, dark, and handsome, with a smile that must have a million teeth and perfect eyebrows. I have a thing for eyebrows. A lesser Ruby would have called it a night right now and taken him home. A better Ruby would have done it, too. Unfortunately, I wasn't either of those people right now. I’m a watered-down, less palatable version of both, and it’s something I don’t really feel like explaining. 
“She fucks everything up, leaving a trail of bodies in her wake that never saw it coming. Figurative bodies, she doesn’t do murders. Just to be clear,” I tell him.
“That should deter me, but I’ve got to admit, it’s doing the opposite. I’m intrigued.” 
“Oh yeah?” I ask. “By what part exactly?” 
“How someone so adorable can be in the middle of something like this and be out here alone, thinking about dead bodies. It’s almost like I need to find out from experience.”
“You’re cute,” I tell him. “You remind me of someone. Generally, I’d be interested, but I’m fresh off a breakup and just getting into psychotherapy. Plus, I’ve got this legal thing going on. I have some court days coming up.” 
“Not you, too! God, why is it that every girl I meet in this city is an insane convict? Can’t I just meet a nice girl?” 
“Did you really look at me and think you were about to meet a nice girl?” 
“Yeah, I did,” he says. “I saw you laughing and dancing with your friend in there. You looked like a nice girl.”
I’m not sure how to respond, but luckily, I’m interrupted by Garrett clinking a glass and asking for everyone’s attention. “Maybe some other time,” I tell him and start to head back inside. 
“I’m Jordan,” he says, “in case you change your mind.” 
“Ruby,” I say over my shoulder, making my way through the doors and the crowd and back over to Olivia.
“Where’d you go?” she asks. 
I shrug. 
“Evie and I want to thank all of you for coming out tonight and for being a part of our lives. As many of you know, after three years, last week I finally convinced this girl to move in with me,” Garrett says, pausing for cheers from the crowd. “In light of that, I just want to take the time to let this woman know how much she means to me so—Evie, can you come up here?” 
Evie, who has never been afraid to be the center of attention, joins him, but seems a little out of her element. “Evie,” he continues, “you’re tough as nails. You’re stubborn. You know what you want, and you aren’t afraid to ask for it. You’re patient. You’re kind. You’re a good friend. You humble me and make me want to be better, and just ask any of my friends, before I met you—I didn’t think I could possibly get any better.” 
Everyone laughs. It’s not that funny. He’s still arrogant, but she does put him in his place. 
“Without you, I’d be lost. I’d be complacent. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner.” He gets down on one knee and pulls a box out of his pocket. 
I was not expecting this. From the looks of it, she’s genuinely surprised as well. Her jaw hits the floor. 
“Will you marry me?” he asks. 
She scans the crowd for a second, while everyone erupts in cheers and gasps. She stops on my face. Of all faces, she chooses my shocked at best, horrified at worst, face. Shit. Did I just fuck this up, too, by being here right now? I should have stayed on the balcony. Maybe I should have stayed home.
I muster up an enthusiastic expression, at least that’s what I hope it looks like, and give her a couple of dorky thumbs-ups, and start clapping, too. She turns back to Garrett and tells him yes. They kiss, the ring goes on, and he shows it to the crowd. 
“That…was…weird,” says Balcony Guy from behind me. What was his name again? Justin? No, wait, it was Jordan. 
“What do you mean?” I ask him. 
“I mean, maybe I’m wrong, but your girl looked pissed.” 
Did she? Maybe I wasn’t paying close enough attention. I know she was surprised, for sure. Does she hate being put on the spot like that? Absolutely. Maybe she was pissed.
“No way,” I tell him anyway. “She’s totally happy. They’re happy.” 
“Okay…you would know,” he says, shrugging, and wanders off towards a friend motioning to him in the distance. I think I would know. 
Afterward, Evie is completely overrun by a revolving door of congratulations, and Olivia has quietly snuck out, I can only assume, with the guy that she had met earlier. It works in my favor because I’m ready to be done with the night and make my silent exit as well, and this makes it easier for me. 
Just as I’m about to close the door behind me, I feel it being pulled open by someone else. I turn to face the person I was about to slam it on, and it’s Evie. “You’re leaving already?”
“Yeah, I’m tired. This was my first big post-existential crisis of character appearance, and it really took it out of me. Congratulations, though, Evie. I’m really, really happy for you.” 
“It’s a good thing, right? It’s exciting.” 
“Of course it is.”
“Okay, well, text me when you make it home.” 
“I will,” I tell her. 
On the bus ride home, I think about Evie. I think about her carefree, hippie girl vibe and her won’t-take-no-for-an-answer attitude, and how funny it is that nothing ever changes until one day you wake up and realize it’s all different. I wonder if Garrett knows that for two years, she stopped shaving her body hair, and I wonder what he would do if she decided to revert to that now. I wonder if he knows she dated one of our professors, and that when she broke up with her, she came into work drunk and tried to hold the class hostage until Evie agreed to give her another chance. She ended up losing her job. That one hurt. Evie carried that guilt for a long time. 
Then we blinked, and we’re supposed to be these adults, whether we feel like it or not. I bet some of the people at that party tonight had to hire babysitters to be there. It’s a crazy kind of thought. 
Once I’m safely inside my new apartment, I text my best friend like I told her I would, slip into an old t-shirt, and collapse on the bed. I make a mental note to get curtains or at least put a blanket up tomorrow since I’m off again. I’m thankful my bar will be closed tomorrow, even though I’ll probably end up there at some point anyway. I’ll be able to put the finishing touches on this place and I will need the extra time to recharge my batteries after this one, anyway. However, I’m glad I went. It was nice to feel normal somewhere other than work. It was a good reminder that it all keeps spinning, whether we are in it or not, so I may as well be in it. 




nineteen


We’re in that slow part of winter now—the part where there aren’t any big holidays to look forward to, and it’s just cold and endless gray and everyone misses the sun. As a person that exists mostly at night, it usually doesn’t weigh on me, but being out in it now, I can feel it and I can see it on everyone’s faces. It’s exhausting.  
It’s been a month since Evie got engaged, and this will be the first time I’ve seen her since it happened. But it’s okay. I’ve been busy. I’ve been quiet. I’ve been doing the work and it’s all starting to come together. 
I walk into the restaurant and spot her instantly. She’s in the back corner staring intently at her phone, so she doesn’t even notice me. 
“Hey,” I say, sliding into the booth across from her. “Olivia isn’t here yet?”
“Um…no.”
“Are you okay?” I ask her. 
“Yeah. Yes,” she says. “I’m just stressed about this work thing. There’s a chance I’ll get to cover this campaign. I’m super excited about it. You know, follow her around the state. I really, really want it. But…Garrett also wants to cover it for his station, too, so it’s kind of been an issue.” 
“Oh…weird.” 
“Yeah, I mean, the odds of both of us ending up on this aren’t like super high or anything, but it’s still been stressful. He feels like just in case, I should default to him because he feels like he’s more likely to end up covering it than me.”
“But you’re not really in the business of conceding to anyone.” 
“No, I’m not.”
“Yikes.” It’s all I can think of to say. 
“Yeah, well, anyway, enough about that annoying shit. You said you have news so—what is it?” 
“Yes, so…remember when you said that I should write about the nightmare that my life devolved into a couple of months ago? And that someone would want to read about that?” 
“Yes,” she said. “Go on.” 
“Well, I did it,” I tell her, “and I finished it.” I reach down and pull a manila envelope from my bag and slide it across the table. “And that’s not even the best part: you were right. Apparently, someone does want to read it. Or at least Seattle Sounds thinks so. They want to publish it. They are going to publish it, actually, next month.”
“Ruby, oh my god, that’s amazing,” she says. “I’m so proud of you!” 
“Yeah, I’m like a whole-ass writer now.” 
“You were always a whole-ass writer,” she says with a knowing smile. “I’m happy for you, Ruby. I knew you had it in you.” 
“Yeah, so, read it. Tell me what you think. It’s raw. It’s really raw. More so than I’m comfortable with, to be honest.” 
“It’s you,” she tells me. “I’m sure it’s perfect.” 
It feels like it. At the very least, it’s complete and it’s honest. It’s scary putting something like that out there with my name on it. I was surprised when Cori agreed to be part of it, but she hopes it will help other women. I hope it does, too. I hope it helps me. I can’t help but to still worry about Alex and carry some guilt about how it may affect him. I worry that it may put a spotlight on the trial and the public shame would be my responsibility. Maybe it’s some kind of Stockholm Syndrome. I make a mental note to bring it up at therapy tomorrow. 
She put me in touch with another woman that had been through the same thing with Alex. It turned out that I had already met her, but I’d had to reintroduce her to me as myself. Her name was Lana.
“Hey guys,” Olivia says. She’s never late. I forgot that we were supposed to be waiting on her. 
“Hey,” I tell her, “I’ll slide over.” 
“Oh, no. I can’t stay, actually. I’m sorry—last-minute thing. I just wanted to come in and tell you why, and I think I’d rather do it standing.” 
“Ohhhkay…why?” Evie asks, with trepidation. Olivia seems both excited and nervous. I’m at a loss as to what this could be.
“Okay, well, you know that guy that I met at your party, Evie? Michael?”
“Um, yeah. You mean Garrett’s friend, Mikey? Go on…” 
“Okay…well, I’m pregnant. And we’ve decided we are just gonna go for it, you know? Like all in. He’s moving in with me…today. And we are heading to Bellevue to tell my mom right now.” 
“Wow,” I say. 
“Are you serious?” Evie asks, her tone a little sharp. 
I realize we probably said the wrong things. We may have had the wrong faces. I try to circle back. 
“Um, congratulations, Olivia. Wow. That’s so crazy.” I stand up to hug her. “I’m really happy for you.” 
“Me too, Liv,” Evie says. “But wow, I did not see that coming today.” 
“Yeah, well, you know. Me either. Life really is crazy. You don’t always get what you need wrapped up in tiny perfect packages at the exact time that you’re ready for it, you know? Sometimes you just have to roll with whatever comes at you.” 
“I mean…yeah. Definitely. But what have you done with Olivia?” Evie asks. 
“Be happy for me, Evie,” she says. 
“I am happy for you. I am super happy for you. I’m sorry if it seemed otherwise.” 
“It’s okay. I know I just kind of threw it at you, and I know I’m generally the planner, sometimes to a fault, and this must all sound crazy. It sounds crazy to me, too. I would have thought it would have been you, you know,” she tells Evie. 
“What do you mean?” Evie asks. 
“Just that you’d be the one to fall fast and dive in headfirst, let the cards fall where they may. You surprised me with Garrett, too, just saying. Anyway, I’ve got to go,” she tells us, motioning towards the door, where I see Michael waiting for her. 
“Please let us know how it goes with your mom,” I say. 
“Yeah. She’s going to flip her shit,” she laughs. She starts to leave and then turns back and says, “Oh, and Ruby? Jake asks about you sometimes, you know, when I see him in the building. Maybe you should call him.”
“I can’t do that.” 
“I know. But maybe you should,” she says and makes her way towards Michael and the door. They walk out hand in hand. They look good together. He’s smiling. He looks happy. So does she. 
“We really turned her out,” I tell Evie, jokingly, but she isn’t laughing. She looks like she’s going to be sick.
“Am I doing the right thing? Marrying Garrett? I mean, he just proposed out of nowhere, in front of everyone. We hadn’t even talked about it seriously. Aren’t there rules about that kind of thing now? Aren’t you not supposed to ask that question until you already know what the answer is going to be?”
“I don’t know the rules about anything, Evie. I’m the wrong person to ask.” 
The server walks up and takes our order. Silence lingers heavy for a few minutes, but it’s okay, I’ll wait. When you’re close to someone, you can do that—wait out the silence without the need to fill it. 
“I mean, I just moved in that week. I feel like I relinquished enough of my freedom for at least a couple of months.”
“Evie, not that I’m an expert by any means, but I don’t think it’s supposed to feel like that.”
“I love him, Ruby. I do. I don’t want to break up. And I think I want all that stuff, you know. Marriage, kids, whatever. I think I want it with him, but it’s been three years, Ruby. Isn’t that enough time for me to know for sure?” 
“I don’t know, Evie. I mean, maybe not. Maybe you’re just freaked out because it was so much at once. You gave up your apartment that you loved, and I know that was hard on you. You guys are competing at work. Your sister is getting divorced. That could be part of it, too, right?” 
“Yeah, I don’t know, maybe.” 
“Well, he’s not asking you to get married today, right?” 
“No, we haven’t really talked about it much yet. He suggested the fall of this year.”
“Okay, well—talk to him about it. Suggest a very long engagement. Emphasize that you aren’t ready to make any wedding plans yet. I think that’s totally reasonable. You can give the dust time to settle and then you’ll either feel better about it and you’ll know what do to, or you won’t—”
“—and I’ll know,” she finishes. 
“Yeah.” 
“Okay. Hand me that envelope.”
I do as she asks, and she reads through my story while we eat. I try not to feel like I’m sitting in the middle of this restaurant completely naked, because in a few weeks, I’ll be completely naked in front of the entire city. I wonder how that will feel. 
After a while, she racks the pages and sets them to the side. “Ruby, this is beautiful. I mean, it’s dark and terrible, but it’s beautiful.”
“Thanks.” 
“I’m sorry that I didn’t know more about what was going on with you.”
“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I mean, you always saw through Alex. I knew that, and I didn’t want to, so how could I tell you more?”
“Where’s the tattoo?” she asks. 
“Oh…it’s um…here.” She joins me on my side of the booth and stretches the neck of my shirt to get a better look. 
“Wow. How did I miss this?”
“I mean, it’s not that hard. Winter clothes. Thick curly hair. Secretive friend.”
“You’re still in love with him, though—Jake.”
“I don’t know, maybe.” Probably. But it hurts to think about. 
“You are, Ruby. What I just read is dripping in it, and Olivia said he still asks about you. Maybe I was wrong; maybe you should call him.” 
“I can’t do that, Evie. I won’t do it, either, not after what I did to him. Besides, I’m pretty sure he’s seeing someone else already. He’s moved on.” If his Facebook was any indicator, that is. It had been a decent indicator in the past. 
Her eyes go wide and she gasps, but not at the idea of Jake dating someone else already, because I know this look. It’s the one she gets when she has an idea, and it probably isn’t going to be a good one—not for me anyway. “You should send this to him!”
“No way.”
“Yes, you should absolutely send this to him. At the very least, so that he knows the entire story. It could bring you a sense of closure. I know you’re still looking for it.” 
She isn’t wrong. I do long for closure. Sometimes, when I'm lying in bed at night, I go over it in my head. I imagine the conversation that we would have and the explanations that I would give for my actions. In the end, we don’t get back together, but at least the last time we’re together—when we part ways for good—it’s civil. It isn’t like it was that day in the rain. It doesn’t feel like I’m dying. 
“Okay,” I say. 
“Okay? Do you mean we can send this to Jake?”
“I’m sure I’ll live to agonize over it, but yeah. Let’s send it to Jake.” I grab the pile of papers and slide it back over in front of me. At the top of the front page, I write, ‘I don’t expect anything, I just wanted you to know,’ and sign my name. I slide the papers back into the envelope and write his name and address on the front. 
“I have stamps in my purse,” Evie says. 
“Are you serious? I don’t even know what a stamp looks like anymore. How many do I use?” 
“I have no fucking idea,” she replies. “Let’s just stick them all on there and hope for the best.” 
“Great,” I tell her. Maybe he won’t even get it. 
We laugh as we put what is most likely an exuberant number of stamps onto the envelope. I wonder what he will think when he sees it. I’m sure Jake has a better concept of how many stamps should be used in situations like these than I do. 
“Ruby, look! It’s kismet,” she says, pointing out the window. At first, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking at, and then I see one of those blue postal drop boxes across the street. We pay our bill, gather our things, and make our way across the street. 
Once in front of the box, I hesitate. What if all I’m doing is disturbing his peace? “I don’t think I can do this, Evie. Maybe if he’s meant to see it, he will read it in the Sounds.” 
“Oh, please. Jake doesn’t read the Sounds, Ruby,” she says, and takes the envelope from my hands and drops it in before I can react. My jaw drops. There’s no going back now, I guess. What’s done is done.
“Whoops. You’ll thank me for that,” she tells me. 
I hope she’s right.




twenty

Three Months Later


I wake up with the morning sun, clear-headed and well-rested. It’s a new thing I’ve been trying for a while now. I’ve tried a lot of new things on my journey to healing and feigning wholeness. Some have stuck, like not waking up with a hangover every day. Others, like running, have not. I did find a gym I like, and I’m surprised at how much I enjoy it. It’s one of those small places where you have your own FOB and it’s always open. It’s good for those of us who work odd hours—the bartenders and writers of the world. I happen to be both.  
I tried some other things, too. I tried Prozac. That’s one that stuck. I went out with Jordan a few times, but in the end, there wasn’t really anything there. He reminded me of Jake, but in all the ways that didn’t really count. There wasn’t any sustenance, and that’s something that I know I need now. 
I didn’t end up having to testify against Alex in court, which was a huge relief. He decided to take a plea deal, got two years of house arrest, and is staying with his family in Sammamish. Is that fair? I’m not really sure. Maybe I still have a soft spot for him. Cori didn’t seem to think so, and neither did my readers. 
My article ended up getting a lot of attention, and so, too, would have Alex’s case if it had gone to court. It’s why he took the deal. I’m relieved not to have been part of the circus, even though it may have been the right thing. Pouring out my ugliness and putting it on display for all to see did have some other unforeseen effects beyond the plea deal and the catharsis. It turned out I was downright likable, relatable even. I was hired on to write regularly about my experience with healing from childhood trauma and therapy. 
And it was cathartic. I lied to myself a lot. I lied that I was okay and I lied about what people were like and what I needed to do to keep myself safe. The biggest lie of all was that I deserved my own punishment and my self-inflicted pain. I never did. I deserved to feel loved. I deserved to have people I can rely on. I deserved to wake up in the morning and feel more than just okay. But also, the people that I love deserve a better version of me. 
I walk out of my apartment and feel the sunshine on my face. It’s a sensation I’ve been missing for what feels like forever, and I’ll take it in whatever increments I can. This stint will be brief; the forecast shows that winter will be back next week, and I can see clouds rolling in. It’s risky, but I decide to walk instead of taking the bus. I pull my headphones up over my ears, and I’m too much in the zone, because I don’t even see him coming and he knocks me flat on my ass. 
This is what I get for not taking the bus.
“I am so, so sorry,” a man says. 
“It’s my fault,” I tell him, “I wasn’t paying—” Then, I’m stopped cold and the knot in my throat almost strangles me, because it wasn’t just any guy that knocked me out. It was him. 
“Hey, Ruby,” he says with one of those perfect smiles. 
Everything sinks. I’ve thought about this exact scenario (well maybe not exact, I don’t normally eat shit when it plays out in my head) so many times, and each time, I always know the perfect thing to say. It ends well. Sometimes, it ends better than that. My inability to speak or even breathe makes me feel like out here, in reality, it won’t be anything like that. 
“Hi,” is all I manage to say. 
“How have you been?” he asks.
“Um, other than getting laid out on 4th Avenue? I have been…okay.” 
“Okay? That’s it?” he asks. 
I’m not sure what he wants, exactly. I shrug and add, “Um, yeah. I moved. And I am…getting the professional help I so desperately need, so there's that. Actually, I am on my way to therapy right now.” 
“Your own therapist though, right? Not mine?” 
Yikes. “Um, yeah, definitely not. Sorry about that. That was…super weird.”
“You kept it interesting,” he says. 
“Yeah, I’m…sorry about that, too.” 
“My mom and my sister love reading your articles. I think they like you more than me now.”
“Well, tell them I said thanks.” All my instincts are screaming at me to leave at this point, but instead, I ask, “How have you been?” 
“I don’t know, Ruby. I read it, too—the article you sent me, and all the other ones. I was so mad at you. But also, I was…impressed.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“You said that already. You know, after I read it, I went to your place, but you didn’t live there anymore. And then I just kind of figured it was for the best. I didn’t want to text or call. It didn’t feel right. Your landlord kept the door, though.” 
“He’d have been a fool not to. It was a good door.” What a thing to say. 
“Do you want to get coffee or something?” he asks. 
“Um, I can’t right now. I need to get to therapy.”
“Right, you said that already. I’ll let you get to it.” 
“But maybe some other time?” I offer. 
He smiles, but doesn’t answer the question, he just leaves it hanging here. “Take care, Ruby.”
“You too, Jake.” 
Shit.
“Wait,” I say, grabbing his arm. He turns back towards me and eyes my hand as if it were on fire. I realize that I shouldn’t be touching him. I quickly draw it away. “I just want you to know that I’m really fucking sorry—” 
“You said that already.” 
“—and what happened was my fault. I’ve always been a self-destructive shit, but I've never really had any collateral damage. I’ve never been the kind of person that could hurt someone like that and then just get up the next morning and keep living my life. Knowing that I did that to you—it was torture.”
He exhales loudly. He’s angry, or maybe he just wishes I would have kept my mouth shut and kept walking. I guess I kind of do, too. 
“It wasn’t just your fault, Ruby,” he says, finally. “I was the kind of person that could hurt someone that like and then get up the next morning and keep living my life, if I’m being completely honest with myself. I always have been. And then I met you.”
“I’m so—”
“Don’t…say you’re sorry, again,” he says. “It was doomed from the start, I guess. I’ll see you around, Ruby.” 
I watch him head in the opposite direction for a minute, then turn and walk in mine. I fight the urge to look back over my shoulder. I don’t know if I feel better having seen him and getting to end it differently than we had before or not. This one is going to sting for a minute. 




twenty-one


“Back behind the bar again, huh?” Aria asks me when she comes into work. At least  she’s always on time, early even. 
“Yep, another call-in,” I tell her. 
“Melanie again?” she asks. 
“Another death in the family, apparently,” I say, shrugging. Maybe there was. I’ll wait and see how the rest of the month pans out, and then at the very least, I’m going to have to start giving some of her hours to someone that wants them before everyone else has had enough and I’m the only one left to take them. I still have my entire job to do. And the other one, too.
She throws her things in the back, steps out, and takes inventory of her surroundings. “Oh my god,” she says, “it’s the bagpipe band.” 
“I told you,” I say, and I did. Getting new musical talent in here has been a lot of fun for me lately. They’re just starting to set up and I can tell that our customers are really digging their vibe. 
“And they’re in kilts! Where do you even get kilts?”
“The internet, mostly,” I reply. “But also, there’s an entire kilt store downtown. Didn’t you know that?” 
“Can’t say that I’ve ever noticed. You’d think with the whole store, I’d see them out more often. They’re fucking hot,” she says. 
“Stop,” I tell her, and laugh. 
“No, seriously,” she says, “the kilts are totally doing it for me.” 
“Good,” I tell her. “We’re going to need that energy.” 
I was right about that. We were completely slammed. Bagpipe band night was a huge success. I’ve been on a roll lately—professionally, anyway. I think of my fuckup on the sidewalk earlier. I don’t know what I could have done differently. I don’t know if I wanted to do anything differently. When it plays out in my head, it’s me choosing the way he responds. I wouldn’t have guessed that he’d gone to my apartment, or that he would have admitted it to me now. It seemed to indicate that he still cared, but if he still cared, why was his delivery so cold? The pain feels fresh again. Maybe I was almost over it before this happened, or maybe I'd just gotten too good at just pushing these things down. 
Extra help eventually arrives, and once the band finishes up, I am able to get out from behind the bar. They did great and honestly, so did I. I’m good at this. The vibe was awesome, and we made a killing tonight. I make a mental note to take inventory early this week. I need to find more unique talent like this and bring them in. I think of the cello player at the nameless bar I ended up at with Jake the night that we met and how intense that was. She would be perfect, if she would even be interested, of course. I didn’t know her story or her name, but I knew where she might be or at the very least, where I could find someone who does.
I head to the office that was formally Dane’s but is now the office that we share. I even have my own corner and computer. I grab my coat and my things and prepare to leave when I spot something on the desk that I didn’t put there. It’s a drawing, but more than that, I’m pretty sure it’s me. 
I pick up the paper, and upon closer examination, it is me. It’s me in a skirt and an oversized sweater with my hair pulled up and a small redwood tree tattooed on my back. I recognize the artistry and the handwriting in the corner. It says, ‘If I could do it all again, I would’. Was this from the boxes? I wonder how long it had been there. I don’t remember the last time anyone had cleaned them out, so maybe it was from before I blew it all up—back when he thought he was the one who had ruined it. But what if it wasn’t? 
Just then, Aria appears in the doorway, knocking a couple of times on the opened door frame to get my attention. I jump just a little at the sound and crash back into myself. 
“I cleaned out the mailboxes last night,” she says. “I forgot to tell you. I thought you might want that one. It’s you, isn’t it?” 
“Yeah,” I say. “It’s me.”
“Well, anyway, I just wanted to let you know before you go that Melanie already texted me and asked if I could take one of her shifts again next week.” 
“Great,” I say, with a heavy sarcastic tone. It may be time to source new applicants again, and much sooner than I had expected. 
“I told her no, on principle. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” 
“You’re forgiven. Are you guys sure you’re okay now?”
“Yeah, we’ve got it. Go home,” she tells me. 
I thank her and head towards the back door, but instead of heading up the hill home, I head the other way. My mind is still fixated on the cello player and bringing her into my bar to play. At least, that’s what I tell myself I’m doing. 
Have you ever had the feeling that you were in the wrong place at the wrong time and all your cells start to scream at once for you to get the fuck out of there? Your pulse starts to race, you become unnaturally aware of parts of you that you don’t normally notice like your hair follicles, nail beds, and lymph nodes. This was like that, but the opposite. My hand gripped the cold, metal railing and as a descended the staircase, I could hear the cello playing—right place at the right time. The cells in my body start to sing, every step is lighter than the one before. I could feel the gold thread of fate steering me in the right direction. I skip the bar and head for a table in the corner and let the music wash over me. It’s cleansing, like I remembered. People vastly underestimate the power of music and its ability to heal. I bet she doesn’t. I should have learned to play an instrument, but I suppose I couldn’t have. I was always hungry for life’s most basic necessities. Now, I’m hungry for so much more.  
After practically floating through the door in the wake of that gold thread, I shouldn’t have been surprised when I hear someone pulling out the chair next to me. I don’t even need to look to know that it’s him. His presence is heavy and still fresh in my memory from our accidental run-in this afternoon. 
“You didn’t come here looking for me, did you?” Jake asks. 
“No. Yes. Maybe.” I didn’t think so, but maybe a part of me did. Most likely, it was the part that I generally try to stuff down into a corner and psychically smother out of existence. That part might be my intuition. 
“I think maybe I was looking for you, too,” he tells me. 
“Why?” I ask. 
He answers me with a question. “Are you okay, Ruby? Really? After, you know, everything, are you really okay?”
So, he was just worried. Maybe he even pities me. “You know what? I am. I really am. I am killing it at both of my jobs, I love my new apartment. I’m healing, or trying my best to heal, at least. It’s fucking hard.” 
“I’m not,” he says. 
“Not what?” I ask. 
“I’m not okay. Maybe I thought I was, before I ran into you earlier today. I miss you, Ruby. I think about you all the time. You’re the first thing I think about when I wake up in the morning. You’re the last thing I think about when I go to bed at night. I fucking hate it.” 
His forwardness takes me aback like it always does. “What about your girlfriend? I thought you were seeing someone.” 
“I tried. It was never going to work out, Ruby.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because,” he says shrugging, “she wasn’t you. No one is. I mean, the time that we were together, was short. A blip really, or at least that’s how I try to explain it away. But it changed me for the better. It made me want things again. I started drawing again because of you. I’m taking art classes again because of you. I’m, you know, trying to figure out who I am outside of who everyone expects me to be. I never would have done any of that without you.” 
“So then, I’m not your evil origin story?” 
“No,” he says and laughs, just a little. “You’re just my origin story.”
His words cut through me, but in a good way. They cut through the surface and the bullshit walls I’ve been working tirelessly to tear down so that, for once, I can know what it’s like to really live. But old habits die hard, and instead of showing it, I backpedal.
“So, you’re taking art classes again, huh?” 
“Yeah,” he says. “I think I’d like to work in a gallery or a museum, maybe teach. Sell my own work on the side. I don’t know, I just know that I don’t want to keep doing what I’ve been doing.”
“Yeah, I know the feeling,” I tell him. “I love that for you.” 
“Well, you’re about the only one,” he says. “Shit. I need a drink. Do you want a drink?” 
“Um, no. I’ve been trying to cut back, actually. It’s been brought to my attention that I might have a bit of a problem with alcohol, so I’ve added that to my list of character flaws that need to be addressed.” 
“I think that maybe I do, too,” he says, not quite laughing. 
“See? We have so much more in common than we thought we did before,” I say in jest, but he doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t say anything. He’s waiting for something else—something other than sarcasm, deflection, and self-deprecation. 
“I miss you, too, Jake,” I tell him. “I miss you every day.”
“Can we start over?” he asks. 
“I’d like to,” I say. “I’d like to try.” 
“It can’t be how it was before, Ruby. You can’t have that one-foot-out-the-door, keep-me-at-arm’s-length mentality, or I don’t want it, okay? Not any of it. It needs to be different. And you have to trust me. You can trust me.” 
I can feel my old wounds starting to itch, daring me to pick at the scab and see if it still bleeds. I’m sure that it would. I could do it, if I wanted to. I could dig up the past and blow everything up. A few months ago, I would have done it without thinking twice. I would have called it being smart and protecting myself. I know better now than to act against my own self-interest. I can finally see the value in giving people the chance to surprise me rather than hurting myself for no reason other than to deprive them of the opportunity to do it themselves.
“I can do that,” I tell him. 
“Okay,” he says. “Can I kiss you now?” 
I nod and pull his face to mine. His kiss is soft and warm and everything that I’ve missed. If my heart beats, I don’t notice it. If I’m breathing, I don’t notice that either. But I do notice, instead, that every cell of my body seems to sing; I notice every hair follicle, each nail bed, and every lymph node.  
“So, how different is this new beginning?” I ask him. “Do you not put out on the first date anymore?”
“Oh, no,” he says, laughing. “In this version, I definitely still put out on the first date.”  
I take his hand and we make our way through the bar and into the night and our second chance starts the same way as our first, and that’s my happy (for now) ending. Love isn’t perfect—not that I’m an expert, not yet anyway. Neither are people. The best thing that any of us can do is when we see something in someone else that makes us yearn for more—more life, more waking hours, more days in a year, more small things that make the other person smile, more ordinary moments just to exist in together—is put away our pride and our egos and let our souls shine through. 
Take it or leave it. 
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