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Life in Colour

 

Danni Maxwell


For my parents, Roxanne Warren and Doug Maxwell.

It felt only fitting to dedicate a second book to you.

I would not be the person I am today without your love and support in all that I do.

Thank you for always believing in me.


A World in Blue


To Mr. David Hannah: Thank you for everything you have taught me. This Magnum Opus is for you.


 

He’s an absolute fucking mess. He’s eighteen, he’s just been offered a writing deal with a publishing company, and his mother’s just committed suicide. Oliver should’ve seen it coming—the suicide, not the publishing offer. There were signs and clues so obvious, like fireworks on holidays. So why hadn’t he seen them? Why didn’t he know until he walked into his flat to tell his mother of his incredible news? Instead he found her face-first into the carpet with pills scattered across the floor like broken glass. Or bullet shells. That’s what they were. The silent bullet shells of an imaginary gun she’d held to her temple for a very long time. Yet Oliver never saw that coming. It was too late.

Now he would never know what she really thought of his big dreams to become a writer. For over a year he’d worked on this story, this stupid bullshit story of a young mum and her son and of their lives as nomads. Never staying in one spot for longer than a moment’s breath. How they end up meeting a man and his daughter who cause the mum’s world to stop and make her want to settle down and stay for a while.

He always thought this story would become something. He had a feeling his mum would love it. That maybe she’d realize the mother figure was based off of her, how she’d felt about his father before he died. But now thinking of that just reminds him she’s dead, that both his parents are dead—his father from a car accident when he was four and his mother because she voluntarily left the world. She voluntarily left him behind.

He sits on a couch in a flat that no longer feels like home. Just a grave to his old, happy life. This apartment would be empty soon, no doubt, becoming a home to a family of four, a happy family. A whole one. In his lap, Oliver holds a contract that can change his life. But what is a life without your mother? What is the point of doing something that can make him happy, if she won’t be here to see him succeed and embark on the journey with him? He can’t. He won’t. Not at this moment. Not ever, probably. The contract goes in the trash. The manuscript, burned in the dumpster under the bridge. His dreams, shot down by the silent bullets fired by his mother.

★

He’s sitting in an office far too big for one person. A person who holds so much power, begging him to reconsider.

“You could be something, Oliver. This…” The man in a suit holds out a reprinted manuscript. He smells of cheap cologne that makes Oliver’s nose burn. The contract is burning a hole in Oliver’s hands. “This is the start of something big.”

The man has a menacing grin on his face, tempting Oliver with all the right words, and all the “what if you didnt’s” that come with them. If his mum were here, she’d see that and tell him to see past the fake faces and realize how bad this idea is. She’d help him know right from wrong. But she’s not here. She's dead. So Oliver goes into it blind, innocent, a pawn in their game. Alone. He does this alone.

He signs a contract; his writing becomes part of a company’s work, signed into a five-book deal he doesn’t really want to be in. He’s stuck writing about things he doesn’t want to write about for the sake of a dollar. He’s unhappy. Oliver is so unhappy. A pseudonym was never an option the publisher gave to him, so it’s his name on the line. It's not his face, though. The company wants the market to believe Oliver James is an older man, not just an eighteen-year-old boy who happens to understand grammar and language and enough of the “truth” about the world to write a book. Who would ever believe an eighteen-year-old could hold the capacity of telling a story this deep? So they replace his face with a man much older than he is and make people believe it’s actually Oliver’s face. People can be so gullible.

If he’s honest, the money from his work isn’t much. It’s much less than they originally offered and definitely more beneficial for the company than Oliver. But he can’t complain. It’s enough for small groceries and rent money for the shitty one-bedroom he found online, and he isn’t contractually allowed to argue the unfair payment anyway. He knows this is not the kind of writer he wants to be, writing for an older age group about things he’s spewing off the top of his head to quiet the company and get them off his back.

It takes him only a year to push out five semidecent books, enough to keep the company happy before Oliver has saved up enough to keep himself afloat for a while. He exits the contract with no credit to his novels, no ties to the money that will come from them as they continue to be published. He’s okay with that simply because it means he’s free. It means he will never have to write another word of that garbage again. He can move on from the horror show of his eighteenth year, grow from it, and learn what it is to let go.

He. Simply. Lets. Go.

★

He’s twenty, only slightly a mess now.

After what Oliver likes to call “the inciting incident” occurred, Oliver has pretty much secluded himself. He finished high school with not-so-horrible grades, and now in the company of his best friends, Olivia and Eli, his life doesn’t seem like the world is going to crumble around him anymore. Most days, anyways. Somedays it gets pretty tough, and those days are okay too.

“Our little Livvy’s got a date tonight,” Eli says with a smirk and a pant. They’re all jogging at the same pace, but Eli has never been one for exercise, unless there’s a reward involved, and only because Olivia put them all on a health kick after she got a job at the gym. Oliver raises his eyebrows at Olivia, and she shrugs in response.

“Does your dad know this?” Oliver takes a steady chug from his water bottle.

“What Dad doesn’t know won’t hurt him. ’Sides, it’s not really a date.”

“Oh really. So what would you call it then?” Eli’s voice drips with sarcasm.

She gives him the finger. “I’d call it, ‘I’m now twenty-two years old, I can do what I want. Besides, this is Hunter we’re talking about. He’s harmless. He works in a bookstore for god’s sake.” She tucks a stray strand of her chin-length hair behind her ear.

Oliver notices Eli slowing down, coming dramatically to a stop, hands on his knees and breathing heavy. He falls to the ground and groans, glaring up at Olivia. She’s sweating, but not at all winded from the exertion. She sighs, shaking her head and flops down on the grass beside Eli where he’s sprawled back. The run today went longer than they’re used to.

Oliver leans against the tree, wiping his forehead. “Can I borrow your computer tonight? I’ll cover for you with your dad.”

“Of course you will. You know that’s always part of our deal, Ollie.” She hums and soaks in the sun beating down on her face. Leave it to Olivia to make her half brother cover for her.

“I don’t know why you don’t just tell your dad you’re a growing girl who’s dating…” Eli teases, and Olivia flips him off again. It’s her favourite comeback to all his idiotic responses.

“I don’t tell him because he thinks I still wear tutus and have tea parties.”

“Little does he know,” Eli mumbles smugly. It doesn’t take long for Olivia to tackle him.

Oliver watches on, shaking his head at the sight of the two of them rolling around in the dirt. “If it weren’t for the fact that I know Eli’s hella gay, you would totally think you two were a thing.”

Liv flips her hair out of her face, glaring at Oliver from where she’s got Eli pinned to the floor. Eli scowls too. The two exchange a look, but it’s Olivia who attacks him with a war cry, “Get him!”

Somehow, it’s a three-person pileup that disgusts a bunch of little old ladies enough for them to throw hard candies at them, and really it’s all the incentive they need to continue their run back to Olivia’s house for a well-deserved plate of cookies.

★

Later when Olivia is off on her date, Oliver sits at her desk on her Mac and opens the file on his flash drive that reads “stay the fuck out Olivia” because he knows she’s nosy and she always tries to read it. That’s why he password encrypted the files. She’s only guessed it once or twice. He doesn’t think there will ever be a time where he won’t feel the crippling anxiety of a computer looming over him, taunting him to write a bestseller for those pukes. Now, he does it for himself. Only him. These stories hold the secrets that he’d never say out loud.

The door clicks. Someone's coming. “No! You damn Angry Bird!” he shouts at a screen, clicking over to the stupid app as soon as the bedroom door swings open. At the door stands Olivia’s dad, David. He’s raising a curious eyebrow at him, but Oliver just gives a pressed-lipped shrug back.

Until about a year ago, Oliver wasn’t even aware David and Olivia existed. How could one go their entire life not knowing that just a few neighbourhoods over, they had a sibling? His mum had never mentioned Olivia once, let alone that she had been in love with anyone before Oliver’s father. So of course, this news came like salt to an already-open wound. Oliver will never understand why his mum kept Olivia from him, why she waited until she was gone to have a solicitor break the news to him like “Hi, yes, sorry to hear your mum died, here’s all her things she left behind, also you have a sister you never knew about.” He likes to pretend that perhaps, if she had had more time, she would’ve told him herself, but he will never truly know, and it still haunts him to this day.

The thing was, Oliver could only be upset about the news for a moment before the relief washed over him in waves. He had spent nearly a year living alone, believing he was the only one left of his family. Learning there’s still someone in this world who will love him unconditionally? How could he be mad about that?

That didn’t change how Oliver interacted with David though. Things have always been fairly awkward between the two of them. When they first met, Oliver and Olivia clicked as if they knew each other their whole lives. With David, that was a different story. Oliver wasn’t sure how one was supposed to act around their sibling’s father, and he thought David probably found it weird to be around his ex’s other kid too. They don’t hate each other, they don’t even fight, but they certainly don’t bring up the mutual awkwardness in conversation. It just stays there between them, hovering in the distance like an innocent spectator. An awkward, innocent spectator.

“Hiya, kid.” Oliver gives a mock salute to David. With a quick glance Oliver could see how disheveled his suit had become from a long day at work.

“Liv in the shower?” Oliver nods. It's a lie, he knows, but David has always been protective of Liv. Overbearing at times. Always her best interest at heart, but never enough freedom to live a little. So shoot him if he's letting her have a little fun while she's young. What David doesn't know won't hurt him, like Liv said.

“Did you already eat?” Oliver glances back at the bed where a half-eaten pizza lies. David nods, running a hand through his greying hair.

“Right then. I'll leave you to your… Angry Birds? Isn't that game from the nineties?”

Oliver groans and covers his face. “Not even remotely close.”

David laughs and finally leaves. Oliver’s had his suspicions—not at all unlike Olivia—that David's been trying to scope out his writing too. That's why it's top secret under lock and key for his eyes only.

Liv climbs through her window at midnight, minutes before David does his daily “Love you, Liv and Lolly.” Oliver can't stand that name but doesn't have the heart to tell David he sounds like he's cooing to five-year-olds and not adults. Those spare minutes are spent wiping the makeup off her face, climbing into a pair of pyjamas and praying her hair doesn't look too mussed up. She slips under the covers of the bed and Oliver flops across her legs. They pretend they’re watching some movie on Netflix.

“Did you get your chapter finished for tonight? I really want to know what comes of Ian and Elsie. By the way, what kind of names are those anyways?”

Oliver nearly gasps. He should be surprised that she cracked his password again, but he knows she's relentless (and if he's honest, “StaytheFuckoutOlivia123” was probably a bad choice on his part).

“If you must know, Nameberry is probably my best friend to find character names. I swear, if your dad looked at your search history, he’d think you were pregnant.” She rolls her eyes, throwing a cookie at him from the nightstand.

“Who’s pregnant?” David steps through the door, scratching at his cheek. He’s changed into sleep pants and a T-shirt and looks so normal compared to his business attire.

“Oh, just a girl at work,” Olivia supplies a lie. Oliver knows she works with all boys at the gym. He also knows the context and it makes him want to choke out a laugh, but he swallows it down and hides his face in the pillow.

“Right then. Well, I’m off to bed. Good night.” He kisses Olivia’s head and waves at Oliver. “Love you, Liv and Lolly,” he coos from the door and then closes it behind him. Olivia throws popcorn this time at Oliver when he rolls his eyes and fake vomits.

“Oh, don’t be like that. You know he means well,” Olivia tells him. He nods. He knows David means well; he does. But it’s hard to accept the love of a man who isn’t his real dad, even though he took Oliver in a year ago, barely knowing anything about him other than his being Olivia’s brother, and he never once batted an eye.

“I know he does. But Lolly? Really?” She presses her lips together to suppress a smile, and he grins back at her.

“So, Ian and Elsie? I’ve gotta know, it’s killing me. Where does my favourite ship sail?”

“You’re such a bitch.” He rolls his eyes, smiling, and opens the document on Olivia’s computer and begins to read. “Though their trials had truly put them to the test, the love they had for one another was something that could withstand hurricanes, tsunamis, the rain and the wind and any struggle the world chose to throw at them….”

★

It’s official. His life is over.

Oliver has had a rough go in life; he won’t deny that. He thought maybe he’d be cut some slack by whoever calls the shots up there. Apparently not.

“Dad has it. He has your manuscript,” Olivia tells him.

“Your dad has it? Your dad has it….” He nods to himself as he says it, like the idea of it is sinking in. His fingers get caught as he runs them through his tangled golden hair. His green eyes were wild as he glances around distraughtly, trying to look anywhere but at Olivia. “Jesus Christ, Olivia, what the hell does he have it for?”

“He’s nosy! Or maybe I kinda left the Word document open by accident, and he sort of found it?” Oliver watches Olivia hide her face, her ears turn red and he knows she’s holding her breath to keep from crying. He can feel the air around them change, his nightmare becoming a reality to him. He can feel his hands shaking, hear his chest wheezing. He can’t breathe. He sees Olivia snaps out of her daze, throwing the pillow to the side and falling to her knees in front of him, touching his face to make him breathe, or at least meet her gaze.

“Ollie, I’m sorry. So sorry. I never meant to let him find it, but he loves it! Isn’t that a great thing?” He wheezes again, lying back on her bed. Eyes wide. Heart pounding.

“Olivia, I can’t believe this. How could you—how could you do this?” Oliver’s voice catches, trailing off into a whisper. Olivia looks guilty, twisting her fingers together, unsure of what to say. She pushes her blonde hair off her face and looks back up at him.

“Oliver, he wants to talk to you about it. You can’t run away from him; you both live here. What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

“What does your dad know about any of this?” He breathes out, and Olivia looks at him plain as day.

“Gee, I don’t know. Perhaps it’s the fact that he publishes for a living?” Oliver closes his mouth, nods because yes, he knows that. It was a stupid question.

“I can’t. You know this. You know why. I just can’t.” He stands to leave, and she pulls him back.

“Ollie, what’s the worst that could happen!” She shouts more than asks, and he whirls around to face her, shoving her back slightly.

“This! This is the worst that could happen, Olivia! Whatever possessed you to leave the damn thing open? It’s why I didn’t want to share this with anyone. I don’t want to get back into this mess, and I knew something would happen eventually. I wish I never started writing again in the first place. Nothing ever goes right, so why would I think that could ever change?” He runs his hands through his hair, distressed.

He needs to leave. It feels like every emotion is bouncing off the walls and smothering him. He throws open her door, running down the stairs. The faint pitter-patter of her feet following him. The sound of a large stack of paper hitting the floor as David leaps up to see the cause of the commotion. Oliver’s stack of paper. His manuscript. The one he thought was so top secret, but it was never truly hidden.

“Oliver, wait. We need to talk—”

“Absolutely not, David.” Slamming the front door, Oliver tugs on his shoes as he steps outside. Of course it’s raining. Still, he ignores the futile calls of his sister and his not-dad as he races out into the rain, down the street, and out of sight without looking back.

★

He knows he’s been outside for too long when his shoes start squeaking, and the rain is dripping from his hair like he’s taken a shower. He can feel a chatter in his teeth, a chill to his bones and no sense of calm in his body. High alert. Red alert. Something’s wrong, and it’s got Olivia’s stupid hands all over it. Damn her for thinking she could get away with this.

“Damn it!” he shouts as a car races through a puddle, splashing him even more. Of course. Of course this would happen on a shitty day like today. He whips around to head back in the direction of the house, knowing full well he’ll have to go back there eventually, even if he stays at Eli’s for a few days. He’ll have to go back. But by whipping around, he ends up running face-first into a solid chest and then falling flat on his ass, leaning back, and looking up at—oh. Oh.

“Are you okay?” It’s a deep voice matched with a smile on bright pink lips, wavy hair that looks slick in the rain, but the curl is undeniable. Boy, no, man. Bright blue eyes that electrify his entire face. Piercing. Oliver swallows hard and accepts the giant hand extended out to help him up.

“Oh. Um. Fine. Just fine. Thanks. Sorry for falling. Into you. Falling into you.” The boy smiles at him, a dimpled little thing that makes Oliver raise an eyebrow.

“Don’t be sorry. Fall into me anytime.” The boy winks and walks away, disappearing like a ghost, leaving Oliver standing in the rain wondering what the hell just happened.

When he gets back home it’s to a silent house. Too silent. Not a good sign.

“Oliver?” The voice calls from the living room. David. Not Olivia. Oliver peeks around the corner. David sits in the recliner, manuscript on the coffee table. He glances over at Oliver and motions for him to sit on the couch. Not a good sign at all.

“You had no right.” It’s the first thing Oliver argues, glaring at his squeaking and soaking shoes as he sits, drenching the couch.

“I know that. But I’ve seen you writing so many times, I was just curious. I am a publisher, after all, I know these things. You weren’t fooling anyone with your ‘damn Angry Birds’ cover story. I know I intruded, know I should've asked, and I’m sorry that I invaded your personal writing, but I’m also not sorry because I got to read this.” David sits forward and pats the manuscript of Count the Stars. Oliver glares at that too.

“Your sister is not wrong when she says that you have talent. I knew this, of course, from reading your other writing from… well, you know. But I could tell when you were writing for them that you were never happy. This. This is genuine writing. Happy, personal writing. It’s got its spots for improvement. An editor and revisions could make it something great, Oliver.” Oliver rolls his eyes. David stands up. “I’m not just saying it for the good of my health. I’m being honest, professionally honest. This really could be something, Oliver. This is wonderful, great potential, and should you choose to accept my help—with the proper revisions and edits, I think it could be something this world has yet to ever see.”

“Yeah, yeah, but I’ve heard this all before. What makes you think I’d be so keen as to jump right back into the thing that ruined my life?”

“The fact that you came to me.”

Oliver lets out a huff like he can’t quite believe he’s even having this conversation. He runs his hands through his hair, trying to calm his frustration. “I didn’t come to you! Olivia was stupid! I know she’s been itching to get you to look at my work for a while, David. But I never agreed to it. I bet she thought she just had to be a part of getting me started, a subtle nudge—kick, shove, stab in the back rather—back on a path where I once thought I could possibly go.” He glares at Olivia, who has taken up residence on the stairs. Though there are tears in her eyes, the guilt on her face rings true.

“You can go there. Olivia might’ve gone about this the wrong way…” David glances at the stairs, raising an eyebrow at Olivia. She nods, the tears fizzling out into a grin. Oliver knows just as well as Olivia does that this pitch David’s about to head into is the pitch that he sells and nails it every time.

“Oliver, I’m not just saying this for the sake of saying it. It’s not the bullshit that the other agency once told you, just to use and abuse you. You have serious potential. You wouldn’t have been exploited in that way if you didn’t. The company you worked with, they’re brutal and nasty. They exploit the best of their authors just to make a good dollar. Our print isn’t like that. We work with the authors to get their work out there, to show the world the talent you have, reward you for that talent and the effort you put out there for your audience. Nothing more, nothing less. We only wish to help you harness your talent and share it with the world wisely, not to hurt you or to steal from you.” David steps closer to Oliver now, doing the most unbusinessman-like thing both Oliver or Olivia has ever seen him do. Kneeling down to Oliver’s level, face-to-face. Like a father to son and nothing like a boss to a potential employee. This is something different. He sets a hand on Oliver’s shoulder now. He gives him a faint smile.

“I can’t tell you what to do. I’m just a man who happened to love your mum, who cares about you, and just happens to have an opportunity to offer. This really could be something, and the fact of the matter is this: you can choose to make it into something, or you can choose to not do anything. No one is going to force you into making it anything you don’t want this to be. You can stay, talk with me. Work things out. If you don’t want to go through with anything, that’s fine. You can leave, go up to Olivia’s room and write on her computer some more, and never share any of it with me ever again. That’s fine too. You have all the power here. You decide.”

There it is. Simply laid out for him on a table of reaping, ready for him to take and accept. It's there again, the anxiety and worry and the overwhelming feeling that he'll hate writing again, but this time it will be forever. Writing is the one thing that's his, only his. It was taken from him once. Does he really want to risk that again? What good could come of this? What does he really have to lose? He pushes up from the couch, running up the stairs past Olivia, leaving both her and David floundering without so much as a notion where he’s gone or if he’s going to come back. Oliver comes down the stairs a minute later carrying a binder in his shaky hands. The sight makes Olivia smile. He sits back down on the couch and lays the three-ringed zipper binder open on the coffee table. Manuscripts on full display. He gazes up at David, his heart hammering in trepidation.

“In the past two years, only two people beside me have read these. Olivia, because she’s a nosy bitch—” He glares fondly at her. “—and Eli. Though he doesn’t read them often. They are the only people I’ve trusted with my life’s works, the only ones I’ve ever wanted to read my writing since… the ‘inciting incident.’ There’s always been this giant piece missing since Mum died. A piece I thought writing filled. It got blown into a gaping void when it happened, and I never want it to happen again. So I’m trying, David. I'm really trying.” He’s practically pleading.

“She may be gone… but I know that she would want me to try again. She always pushed me to do the things that terrified me. Well, I’m fucking terrified.” He takes a shaky, deep breath and a step forward. “She trusted you with so much…. She trusted you to raise her daughter…. That’s gotta mean something. So, I’m trusting you now.” He pushes the binder toward David, who watches him patiently. It sinks in then, the absoluteness of what he’s just done. He just hopes his decision doesn’t backfire on him for a second time.

“Well then. Welcome to the team, Oliver.” He shakes David’s hand like he’s just been accepted for a new job. His heart is hammering, and it should be out of excitement, but he’s nearly peeing his pants with fear. “We have a lot of discussing to do. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

★

“I want a pen name,” Oliver says simply, rubbing his clammy and shaky hands against his jeans. There’s at least ten people in this room, all staring at him. They’re wearing suits, which is typical attire for them, he assumes, and he feels underdressed in his jeans and dress shirt.

David had given him almost two weeks to gather his wits, get some fresh new ideas mingling in his mind and on paper. It also gave time to make sure he truly wanted to do this. After the two weeks, he still agreed. That’s all it took. David set up the meetings he’s been sitting in for a week now to get the ball rolling.

“A pen name?” David asks, shoving the reading glasses up on his nose. He’s not mocking him about it, genuinely interested in what Oliver means. That’s reassuring, he thinks.

“Yes. I—they used my name last time… I just don’t want to use my name again. I want to be someone different. A pseudonym.”

“That does limit PR event options. If someone recognizes you at a media event and they say your real name….” A man in an ill-fitting navy suit scratches his stubble, mumbling something before scribbling on a stack of paper. Oliver can only guess he’s the public relations coordinator.

“I don’t want to be a part of media events, is what I’m saying.”

“So you want to be an anonymous author. I can understand that.” David nods, writing down on his note pad. The PR guy looks like he’s about to blow a gasket, his mouth floundering and shutting when David waves him off.

“Wait. I can have that?” Oliver looks genuinely surprised.

“Of course, Oliver. We have several authors who write under pen names. It’s not uncommon. They even write under multiple names when they want to publish in a different genre and not be associated with another book or series. You’ll just have to pick a really great name.” David winks at Oliver, whose eyes flash out through the clear glass walls to Olivia who is floating around the office wreaking havoc on the receptionists. Oliver shakes his head and turns back to the group. He had talked to Olivia about this before he came in just in case he did get the option to have a pen name.

“Olivia actually helped me pick one already. If it’s okay, I’d like to use the name Bentley Davis.” Bentley, after his father. Davis, a name just a letter shy of David’s name, and Oliver sees the recognition in David’s eyes. They shine just a bit brighter as David nods at him again. He knows he’s done good. Maybe he’s played his cards right this time. Maybe everything will be okay after all.

★

His first book in nearly two years hits the shelves of major bookstores on the two-year anniversary of his mother’s death. It feels fitting to him, his debut novel under a new name. His new beginning releasing on the day he lost everything. The book features a character with severe anxiety and focuses more on the friendships she develops while she learns to cope and overcome rather than a romantic relationship.

The first two thousand copies sell within the first month of sales. The Strangers We Meet is a hit with the bookstore book clubs. In its second month of sales, it's reviewed by a very well-known YouTuber, and the crowd goes wild. Flying off the shelves like hot cakes at IHOP, The Strangers We Meet shoots off the sales charts, and it absolutely floors Oliver just how fast everything is happening.
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