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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      MICHAEL

      Mia.

      There were a hundred thoughts rushing through my head as I washed all our sex off my body, but she was the only one I cared about. Hearing those three little words the other night had been one of the best things to happen to me in a long time.

      I shut the water off and stepped out of the shower. Mia telling me she loved me had been enough for me to go out after work and start looking for something perfect for her. I wiped some water off my legs, threw the towel over my shoulder, and walked into our bedroom, naked, to open up my dresser.

      The black box was buried deep within my clothes, where Mia would never find it. I drew my fingers against the leather and took a deep breath. She was young, and I didn’t want to rush my relationship with her. But I had never felt this sure about anything in my entire life.

      “Michael,” Mia called from somewhere in the house.

      I shut the drawer, my heart pounding, thinking about how long I would have to wait until I knew she was ready for something like … that. I wanted to at least repair my relationship with Melissa before I asked Mia to⁠—

      “I don’t think you should come in,” Mia said, her voice unsure.

      I wiped the last of the water off my chest and raised a brow, tying the towel around my waist and walking into the hall. I swore if Mason was here, trying to stir up trouble, I⁠—

      I stopped mid-thought and stared down the stairs at the woman who had ruined my entire life.

      Linda stood there with the most menacing smirk I had ever seen, walked right up the stairs toward me, and drew her fingers over my chest. “Michael, you’re home.”

      Immediately, I stepped away from her and glanced down the stairs to make sure Mia was okay. Mia glanced between us, her expression faltering and turning into a mix of hurt, betrayal, and anger. It hurt me to see her so … so sad.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I asked.

      But of course she was here. She had to ruin every good thing in my life. Everything had been going great, better than it ever had. Mia’s mother was recovering. Melissa had come over once this week. Mia was finally able to focus on school again … and now, Linda was fucking back to screw with my life.

      “I didn’t invite you into my house.”

      “Mia did,” she said, stepping closer to me.

      Mia crossed her arms over her chest. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Get out,” I said again, being careful not to touch her. God knew she’d try to turn this back on me and say I was harassing her or something.

      She swung her purse around like a madwoman and laughed. “Oh, Michael, what’s wrong? I just wanted to visit my husband while he’s in a good mood. Melissa told me that you had a new girlfriend.”

      My nostrils flared. I should’ve never fucking married her. Linda was too unstable.

      She glanced down at Mia. “Is this her? You’re fucking a girl young enough to be your own daughter?”

      I gulped, hating how bad it sounded.

      “Is it because she has a nice body? Is that the only reason you went after her? She’s young and impressionable? Easy to manipulate?”

      I flared my nostrils. She was trying to rile me up, and it was fucking working.

      Mia shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. Everything Linda had said out loud wasn’t true. Sure, it’d started as physical attraction, but that wasn’t why I was dating Mia, and it wasn’t why I loved her either.

      “Get out of my house,” I said.

      “Our house, Michael,” she said. “Don’t you remember when we used to live here together? And now, you have a young whore living here in place of me.”

      She tilted her head, and I could smell the booze on her.

      I clenched my hands into fists. Control yourself, Michael. She’s fucking with you.

      She stepped closer to me, and I stepped back.

      “Take one more fucking step, Linda, and I’m calling the police.”

      “Calling the police for what?” she asked, testing me. “Sleeping with an underage girl?”

      “I’m twenty-two,” Mia said, seizing the railing. “Old enough to make my own decisions.”

      Linda hummed amusingly. “Sure, twenty-two… that’s what we’ll call you.”

      “If you come close to me or Mia again, I will get a restraining order against you.” And I meant it. I could deal with her craziness, but I wasn’t going to put Mia’s life in danger. “Leave.”

      Linda narrowed her eyes at me, and then she walked down the stairs, out the damn door, and to her car. I shut the door behind her and growled under my breath. She was a fucking bitch who’d do anything to ruin my life like she had ruined hers. She had to try to bring me down with her.

      “Michael,” Mia whispered as soon as the door closed. Something about her was off, as she wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Michael, you know I love you. I don’t want to get in the way of … anything.”

      “Don’t think you’re the problem, Mia, because you’re not.”

      “I don’t want her to hurt you. You’re respected in the city. If people find out that we’re dating, they’re going to look at you differently. And …” A look of fear crossed her face. “What if she says something about us that isn’t true? What if she says that we’ve been together since I was in high school?”

      I gulped. Linda would spread those rumors around town. But I didn’t want Mia to worry about this. Linda was my problem, and I would deal with her.

      “It doesn’t matter what everyone else thinks,” I said, pulling her closer to me. There was hesitation in her stature, but she eventually relaxed in my arms and wrapped her arms around me. “The truth matters, Mia, and you and I know that best.”
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      MIA

      After Melissa’s mother had left yesterday morning, I had felt off. Something about the way she’d barged into the house made me feel much lesser than her. She had been the woman before me, had almost spent more time with Michael than I had been alive, knew more about him than I did.

      “Hello?!” Serena said, waving a hand in front of my face. “You going to finish your work, so we can hang out, or no?”

      I glanced down at the computer with my psychology work on it and frowned. The sunlight flooded in through her apartment window, and I could hear Victor and Damien playing video games in the other room.

      “Sorry, I was thinking.”

      “Daydreaming about Michael?” she asked, brow raised.

      “Just about everything.” I typed some words into my document and submitted it through the online system to my professor.

      I had been taking summer classes, and I wished it were over already. Melissa and Serena had both graduated last semester, and I had been so caught up with Mom’s health and everything else that I had to drop two classes.

      So, here I was, in the middle of summer, studying and writing stupid reports.

      “I’m so happy you’re graduating soon!” Serena said, squealing. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and smiled down at my computer. “It might not be on time, but so close!”

      I sighed down at all my work I had to do. “Yeah, I wish I’d had some time for myself, some time to actually enjoy college, but I wouldn’t change anything.”

      “Well, let’s take a break.” She pulled me to the bed. “Have you heard from Melissa?”

      I arched a brow and glanced over at her. “She came over to see Michael once a few days ago when I was visiting Mom. He hasn’t said much about her since. I think they’re talking, but not as much as they used to talk.”

      She grabbed her phone and scrolled through her Contacts to Melissa’s name. There were some unanswered texts from her, some answered ones. I frowned at the phone and at how desperate Melissa seemed over text to talk to someone. Part of me felt so bad about it.

      “Are you going to text her back?”

      Serena shrugged and sighed again. “I don’t know. I don’t want to after what she did.”

      “She won’t talk to me. Maybe you can get it through her head that Mason isn’t good for her. I don’t want her to be abused too.” I wiggled my toes and gulped. “I think that might be good. You can tell me if she seems different.”

      I knew Melissa wouldn’t say anything about being used by him. She was a headstrong girl and didn’t take anyone’s shit … but she seemed different with Mason. Like he had a magical dick for her or something.

      “Are you sure?” Serena asked. “I’ll go get coffee with her. But I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to be friends with her again. How could I trust her with Damien if she did that to you?”

      I sighed and rested my head against her shoulder. She had a point. At least Melissa wouldn’t try to come on to my man now. I smirked and wrinkled my nose. Okay, not my best joke, but still funny.

      “Mason has been texting me,” I said.

      She sat up and widened her eyes. “Are you being serious? What a sicko.”

      “If you go out with her, tell her. I have screenshots.”

      She giggled and lay back down. “Of course you do.”

      After a few moments of silence, I said, “They moved my mom from the hospital to St. Barbars yesterday.”

      My stomach felt light with butterflies. I hadn’t had a chance to go see her, but I was so happy that she was getting better. It was a slow process, but it was happening. Her memory was still shot. She didn’t remember that I had visited her the day before, and it made me sad, but James kept up a happy attitude, which was more than helpful.

      “Yay!” Serena said. “That’s amazing news!”

      I smiled. “I think she’s going to do better there. She has someone else in her life now who will keep her strong. And she’s not living in that disgusting assisted living place anymore.”

      “You think she’s getting it on with James?” Serena asked, giggling.

      I playfully slapped her on her shoulder and stared up at the ceiling. “Ew.”

      “What? She’d better be getting it. That woman has been through hell.”

      My nose scrunched up, yet I let out a soft laugh. James seemed like a great guy and had been visiting her quite often. I wouldn’t doubt that they’d done something together, but in the hospital? I shivered. Goodness, I hoped not. I lay in the same bed as her some days.

      My phone buzzed, and I lifted it to see Michael’s name.

      Michael: Want to visit your mother at St. Barbars when I get off work?

      I glanced over at Serena, who was smiling from ear to ear.

      “Hey, go get your man. You don’t stay in this honeymoon phase forever.”

      Victor and Damien started yelling from the living room about a video game that they couldn’t seem to win.

      She glanced over at the door and let out a laugh. “I have my hands full here, anyway.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      MIA

      “Why’d you take the bus and not my car?” Michael asked, brow raised at me.

      I slid into the passenger side of his car and raised my brow back at him, giving him that you know why expression.

      He tilted his head at me and pulled me into a kiss. “You’re not a bad person for taking the car whenever you need it. I don’t care as long as you don’t steal the thing, Mia.”

      Serena waved us off from the sidewalk, wiggling her brows at me as I looked at her in the rearview mirror.

      I tossed my backpack into the backseat and turned on the music, relaxing. “Your father is there too, isn’t he?”

      Michael merged onto the highway and drove for a bit. “He is. Do you want to meet him?”

      My stomach tightened, and I fumbled with my fingers. I hadn’t ever met someone’s parents before. Did he know how old I was? Michael had told me not to mind that, but … it still felt a bit weird for me.

      “Sure,” I said.

      He turned off the highway and drove into the St. Barbars’ parking lot. It was a huge building with colorful, blooming tulips lining the white cement sidewalks. I smiled at it, knowing that this place was definitely better than the last place Mom had lived in.

      Michael took my hand and guided me into the building. Even the inside seemed so lively. There wasn’t that feel of death and despair I’d felt every time I walked into Orangegate Assisted Living. There was hope on everyone’s face, even the patients’.

      When we walked into the building, the nurse at the front desk smiled at Michael.

      “Michael, how are you?” she asked. Her eyes flickered to me, and she grinned. “You must be his daughter.”

      I glanced up at Michael, lost for words. Michael parted his lips and pressed them back together, glancing down at me and squeezing my hand tighter.

      “This is Mia,” he said, quickly recovering. “She’s my girlfriend.”

      The nurse blushed, her expression dropping. She formed an O with her lips and quickly shuffled through some paperwork to get us signed in. But even when we signed in and started our walk to Mom’s room, I could feel her staring at us.

      When we were out of sight, Michael leaned down closer to me. “Damn, do I look that old?” he asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      I smiled up at him and knocked twice on the mahogany door to Mom’s room.

      “Come in!” she called, sounding livelier than she had a few days ago.

      When we entered, she plastered a huge smile on her face.

      “Sweetheart! How are you doing?” she asked, stroking her fingers against my hair.

      I placed my hand on her knee and sat down next to her on the bed.

      “Great,” I said. “Started school a few weeks ago. I have two more classes to finish.”

      Michael placed a hand on my shoulder, nodded to her wheelchair, and smiled at her. “You want to go out? There’s a garden in the back that I think you’ll lo⁠—”

      “Hey! What’s going on here? Having a party without me?” James walked into the room with a bunch of roses in his hand. He squeezed Michael’s shoulder and placed the roses on the side table. “Eden, feeling better?”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “I haven’t seen you in years.”

      “I saw you yesterday, darling.”

      I rested my head on Michael’s shoulder. “What about that walk?”

      Mom nodded, and James bent over to try to help her into her wheelchair, but Michael stepped in, so he wouldn’t throw out his back. I pushed Mom through the garden behind St. Barbars and let her sit out in the sun for a bit. She’d always loved to suntan when I was younger. She could do it for hours upon hours, getting a tan or burning like a lobster. It was either one or the other.

      She waved off James and Michael, telling them we needed some girl time, like she had done for the past few weeks.

      “So, you and Michael.” She raised her brows at me and smiled widely. “What’s going on between you two? Are you and he official? Does everyone know? How did Melissa take it?”

      I frowned at her. It was always the same questions every day, and I hoped that she’d get better soon, but I wasn’t complaining. I’d take this over never seeing her. It was just sad.

      “She’s taking it rough,” I said like I always did, not really wanting to get into it. Just the thought of Melissa made me both angry and unbelievably heartbroken. “I hope she comes around and starts to talk to Michael again, but I’m not sure it’ll be anytime soon.”

      “She’ll come around,” she said, clasping my hand. “They always do.” She paused for a long moment, checked behind her to make sure the guys weren’t near, and then asked me the one question I’d never thought I’d hear come out of her mouth. “Are you taking birth control?”

      My cheeks warmed. “Yes. Why?”

      She eyed me for a few moments, her gaze drifting down my body so slowly, as if she was analyzing me or something. After a couple moments, she shrugged. “No reason. Just wondering.”

      I arched an eyebrow and decided to drop the subject as Michael and James approached us, talking about the new buildings being constructed in the city. I smiled at him and wheeled Mom back to her room. James followed us, talking Mom’s ear off about how he couldn’t wait to take her on that vacation, how they’d finally get some relaxation after all this stress, which made her smile that big smile she used to have before Dad started drinking.

      “Well, we’re off. We have to go visit Michael’s father,” I said to Mom.

      She pulled me into a big hug. “See you soon, sweetheart.”

      Michael grabbed my hand and led me to the opposite side of the building, where his father’s room was. When we walked into the room, his father was lying in his bed and watching some angsty soap opera that Dad used to watch when I was young. I remembered sitting in his lap with a big bowl of Fruity Pebbles, watching women throw water in each other’s face and men who had so much of their own damn drama.

      When he saw us, he smiled at Michael, then at me. “Michael, you brought someone for me.” He wiggled his eyebrows at him, and I stifled a laugh. “What’s your name?”

      “Mia.”

      He gave Michael the eye and tried sitting up in his bed, his arms too weak to support himself. Before he could collapse back on the bed, Michael pulled him into a seated position, and I smiled at him. If he was this patient with older adults, I wondered how good he would be with ki⁠—

      No. Not right now, Mia.

      After about fifteen minutes, his father got tired of talking. We left him with his soap opera and turned the light off.

      “Your father’s nice,” I said, shutting the door behind us.

      He took a steadying breath and pushed his hands in his pockets, as if he didn’t agree. “He is now. Hasn’t always been.” Michael turned his lips up. “Threw me out of the house when Melissa was born. One of those strict, doesn’t take any shit fathers.”

      I intertwined our fingers. Despite everything he had been through, Michael had turned out to be so successful. Being thrown out of his house, taking care of a baby when he was young, dealing with all of his ex-wife’s shit … it made me think that I could be that successful one day too.

      “I tried to be different when raising Melissa,” Michael said. “I wanted her to learn responsibility, but now, she barely talks to me.”

      I frowned at him, feeling the brunt of his guilt. It was because of me that he felt shitty. I didn’t know if Michael would’ve ever thrown Melissa out if she had cheated on her boyfriend with someone else.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing his bicep. “She’ll come around. Maybe not soon, but she will.”

      As we walked into the lobby, the woman at the counter looked over at us again. There were other nurses this time, staring at me like they were disgusted, their noses wrinkling, eyes narrowing. I glanced over at them and curled my fingers tighter around Michael’s bicep, not wanting to stir up trouble here for visiting.

      I hated to think this, but I knew it was only bound to get worse than this. People would continue to stare. They’d continue to judge. And with Michael’s ex-wife, they’d start to hear the rumors about us.
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      MIA

      When we left St. Barbars, the sky was a midnight blue already. I slid into the passenger side of Michael’s car and let him drive aimlessly through the city. He rested his hand on my thigh and took an exit we hadn’t ever been down, but I didn’t complain. I loved going on adventures with him even if it was to the grocery store at eleven p.m. It didn’t matter to me.

      “I have a dinner party with some people from the office on Friday night.” He turned onto a dirt street and drove into the wooded area. He paused for a moment and glanced over at me. “Do you want to come with me?”

      I gulped. Michael worked as a principal architect on the Vestige Towers Project in the center of the city, which was projected to become the next hub in the nation within the next few years. I hadn’t met anyone from his work before, and to say I was nervous was an understatement.

      He glanced over at me and chuckled deeply. “It’ll be fine, Mia. It’s just dinner.”

      But I couldn’t stop imagining about what his coworkers would think of us. Those ladies at the assisted living center surely had their opinions on our relationship. Hell, the receptionist had thought I was his daughter, for Christ’s sake. What would his coworkers think?

      I grasped his hand and squeezed it tightly. “Do they know about me?”

      “Of course they do.”

      “No, I mean … do they know about my age?” I asked, sucking on my cheek.

      It was one thing to tell his coworkers he had a new girlfriend. It was another for him to show up at a fancy dinner party with someone half his age.

      He sighed through his mouth. “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t care what anyone else thinks of this age gap between us? I’m not going to let them make my choices for me. It’s me and you, Mia.”

      There was a small clearing ahead. He drove into it and parked his car. My eyes widened at the entire view of the city—the sparkling lights from the Vestige Towers, the hum from Market Square, even some city workers exiting their buildings this late at night.

      I glanced back over at him and smiled. “Me and you,” I whispered.

      Michael thrust a hand into his left pocket and fumbled around for a few moments, staring out the windshield at the entire city glimmering against the dark night sky.

      Between our seats, my phone buzzed, and Mason’s name flashed on the screen.

      Mason: Let’s meet up.

      I froze on the spot. Michael tensed next to me, his hand on my thigh tightening.

      “Meet up?” he asked me, trying to keep his voice steady, but I could hear the hurt in it.

      I parted my lips. God, what is with us and crazy exes?

      “Why does Mason want to meet up with you?” Michael asked, pulling away from me.

      When his hand left my skin, I felt like I had betrayed him. I should’ve told him about Mason sooner, but with the drama with Melissa’s mother, I had forgotten. Or maybe I hadn’t had it in me to add another problem to our relationship.

      “Have you been texting him?” he asked.

      “No,” I said strongly. “He has been texting me, and I have been ignoring him.”

      “Why haven’t you deleted his number?” Hurt crossed his face. “Or blocked him?”

      “For Melissa.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, it sounded like such a shitty excuse. But it was the truth. I glanced at the stars, then back at him.

      “I want you and Melissa to speak again. I want you to have a good relationship because my dad and I have a shitty one. She needs someone who will support her emotionally.” I held his hand and trailed my finger across his knuckles. “I don’t care if she never talks to me again. We have our own problems. But I still want her to be safe, and if this”—I held up my phone and scrolled to the hundreds of unanswered messages from Mason—“will prove it to her, then I’m going to use it.”

      I didn’t want him to worry or to think I was cheating, but I had to be honest with Michael. This wasn’t about me. I didn’t give a fuck about Mason texting me, didn’t need to keep his messages or pictures to reminisce on old times. I needed them to try to protect Melissa whenever she wanted to talk to me again.

      Michael took his hand out of his pocket and rested it on the steering wheel. “Okay,” he said cautiously.

      I frowned at him and cupped his face in my hand, trying to figure out how to prove to him that Mason meant nothing to me.

      “If you want me to block him, I will,” I said.

      But I knew deep down that blocking his number wouldn’t stop Mason from bothering me. He’d take it out on someone else like Melissa, or he’d show up at Michael’s front door to try to get me to talk to him again.

      Michael stayed quiet for a while and clutched my hand tightly in his. “Promise me you love me more than him,” he whispered.

      “I love you, Michael, more than I have ever loved any other man.” I pushed a strand of hair off his forehead.

      It hurt me to see him hurt. It was usually men who hurt me. Being on the other side of the pain sucked almost as much for me because I knew what it felt like.

      “I would do anything to keep us together.” I pressed my lips on his and crawled into his lap, resting my knees on either side of his legs. “Anything.”
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      MIA

      “You are mine.” He seized my hips and held me down against him, letting me feel his bulge through his pants.

      He drove his hips up, and I rested my hands on his shoulders and squeezed, my pussy tightening at how big he felt.

      “All mine.”

      “Yours,” I breathed, bucking my hips back and forth to ride him through his pants. My panties were soaked, my cunt warm.

      At that moment, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind about us. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him and not care about what anyone else thought.

      He slipped a hand between my legs and into my skirt to rub my clit. “Every part of you is mine, Mia.” He grasped my jaw gently in his hand and pushed it to the side, pressing his lips below my ear and leaving a trail of hot kisses down the side of my neck.

      I slid a hand between us and stroked him through his pants, feeling his cock, imagining him pounding it inside of me. When he pulled down the strap of my tank top, exposing my breast, he placed his mouth on it, and I threw my head back and moaned.

      “Every part of me,” I repeated.

      He bit down on my nipple, sending a wave of ecstasy through my body. I sunk my hand into his hair, arching my back and trying to breathe steadily. His tongue swirled around my nipple again, and then he tugged on it, becoming rougher with me.

      When I couldn’t hold myself back anymore, I undid his button and zipper and pulled out his stiffness. I spit on my hand and stroked him with it, needing him inside of me.

      “Feel how hard it is for you?” he asked into my ear, rubbing his fingers faster. “Only you can make me feel this good.” He slipped a finger into my pussy, the heel of his hand hitting my clit. “Only you can make me this hard.”

      God, I was going to …

      My pussy tightened around his fingers.

      Going to …

      I moaned loudly when he bent his fingers against my G-spot.

      He groaned and readjusted himself, hooking a finger under my panties and moving them to the side. “Slide yourself down onto my cock and tell me how good it feels inside of you.”

      My legs were still tingling, the pleasure washing through me, but I positioned myself above him and let him slide into me until my hips were against his. He ground his hips up into mine even more.

      After snaking his hand around the front of my throat, he pulled me closer to him. “Tell me.”

      “You make me feel …” I gulped as he started to pound up into me, making me unable to even concentrate. “Feel so …”

      “Feel so what, Mia?” he asked, pulling down my other tank top strap and letting my other breast fall out of it.

      Every time he pumped into me, my breasts would bounce against his chest, my nipples becoming more and more taut.

      “You make me feel so good.”

      He stared up at me like I was the only thing that mattered, his lips parted and eyes hazy. Overcome with lust … or maybe that was love. “Do you want to come again?”

      “Please,” I said, my voice coming out so desperate.

      He sucked one of my nipples back into his mouth and tugged on it, ramming fast and deep into my pussy. “Tell me you’re mine again,” he said against my breast. “I want to hear it.”

      I threw my head back, moving my hips with his. “I’m you⁠—”

      “Look at me when you say it.”

      I stared down at him, my pussy clenching hard, and grabbed his shoulders. “I’m yours, Michael.”

      He groped my tits and thrust up. The pressure rose higher and higher in my core, and I curled my toes, feeling a world of emotion wash over me. After a few moments, he wrapped his arms around my body, buried his face into the crook of my neck, and stilled inside of me, his thick cum pumping into me.

      He stayed quiet for a few moments, then said, “I want to spend my life with you.”
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      MIA

      Michael wanted to spend his life with me.

      As soon as the words had left his mouth, everything inside me had felt so light.

      I stared up at my psychology professor, unable to focus on anything but the other night. It had been one of the best feelings in the world.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, pulling me out of my thoughts. I cleared my throat and sat up taller in my seat, focusing on the slides Dr. Xiao had on the screen about dissociative identity disorder.

      On my computer, I typed every word she said, knowing that it’d all be on the exam. After another fifteen minutes and two more phone messages later, she finally released the class. I hurriedly packed all my belongings, wanting to get a head start on my homework.

      “Mia,” Dr. Xiao called before I could sneak out of the room.

      I shoved the last of my work into my backpack and walked over to her desk.

      “How are you doing? Your mother?”

      “She’s doing good,” I said, nodding.

      Dr. Xiao was the professor of one of the classes I’d had to drop last semester because of Mom’s sudden hospitalization. She was one of the most caring professors on this campus that I’d met.

      Dr. Xiao leaned against her desk, arms crossed, giving me that look. “And you?”

      I gave her a small smile. “I’m doing better. I …”

      There was so much I wanted to say but didn’t have the confidence to. She wouldn’t judge me at all for anything, but I didn’t know if it was appropriate to bring up my drama.

      “It’s okay to not be okay. I can tell your mind has been wandering all morning.”

      I glanced down at my shoes. “I have a lot I’m dealing with.”

      “Care to share? I have some time before my next class.”

      “Just my ex-boyfriend, my mom, my best friend …” My current boyfriend’s ex-wife, who also happens to be my best friend’s mom. “College drama. That’s all it is.”

      She raised a brow, giving me a I don’t believe you one bit look, and rubbed my shoulder. “If you ever need to talk, I’m here for you.”

      After nodding once more to say good-bye, I walked out of the room and pulled out my phone. I didn’t think that Dr. Xiao would understand the type of drama I had gotten myself into. It was more than some petty college drama. I fucked and had fallen in love with my best friend’s dad and was facing the consequences.

      Three unread messages from Mom.

      Mom: Good morning, sweetheart. I hope you’re working hard in class today. You make me so proud.

      Mom: Why don’t you come by today? ;)

      Mom: Sorry, last message was for James!!!

      I scrunched up my nose and stifled a laugh. Mom was definitely getting it on with James in the assisted living center. I had no doubts about it after that text. I typed her a quick message about going to Michael’s work party this weekend and walked toward the Dunkin’ Donuts downtown.

      It was by far my favorite place to do homework. It was relatively quiet during the day, and the doughnuts smelled so damn good. My phone buzzed again.

      Mom: Going to a work party? Things must be getting pretty serious. ;)

      Me: I’m just … nervous.

      Mom: About what? Seems like Michael really wants you to meet his coworkers.

      I stared at the phone, not knowing how to reply, and frowned.

      Me: Worried about what they’ll think about me.

      Mom: People are going to judge you, no matter what. Don’t let it get in the way of your happiness.

      I pushed my phone back into my pocket. I knew not to let people get in the way, but it was still difficult. Something deep down told me that they’d judge me. It wouldn’t be to my face, but behind my back. So many men were pigs, and they would think I was just some toy to Michael, like Linda had basically suggested.

      But I couldn’t let that stand in my way. Michael had said he wanted to spend his life with me, and I wanted nothing more than to spend my life with him. I would try not to let the rumors get in the way, but … it was difficult after being screwed up by Mason.

      It would take some time to love truly—without pain, without insecurity, without all these thoughts rushing through my head. I didn’t want to push them too much on Michael. I needed to deal with them myself.

      I slipped into a Dunkin’ Donuts, ordered a lemonade, and grabbed an orange from the bunch of fruit by the registers, deciding on something healthier than another Boston cream doughnut. It was more crowded than usual, but I needed to get some schoolwork done, so I broke out my computer and started on all the homework I had due tomorrow.

      Psych. Psych. And more psych.

      It was easy stuff, just so much filler work that it was driving me crazy.

      My mind wandered to Dr. Xiao and how I should’ve told her about everything. She lived a couple streets down from Michael. I had seen her walking her dog with her husband, who looked much older than she was, around our neighborhood the other day. If she didn’t know we were together already, she would probably find out soon.

      Maybe it would be nice to have someone take a fresh look at all the drama. A different perspective that wouldn’t make me feel so … so … inclined to shake off these rumors. Because, damn, was it tiring.

      After another half hour, I pulled out my phone and tapped on Michael’s name in my messages. I knew he was busy at work, but I wanted to forget about everything for a bit. So, I scrolled through my photos until I found the perfect one that I knew would set him off and clicked Send.
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