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It had been a month since The Big Horrible had happened. One month since she had an identity. One month since she knew who she was and where she was going. One month of everyone wanting her to just turn the page of her life like it never happened.

Four months ago, she was different. She was a competitive Irish dancer and had been since she was eight years old. And she had plans: she was going to go to regionals, then nationals, and then worlds. She was ready. Her soft shoe routines were sharp and gorgeous; her hard shoe trebles and reels were clean, snappy, and powerful. She approached every dance moment with the precision of a heart surgeon. She practiced with fierce determination unmatched in her dance studio. She ran through routines in her head 24/7. She practiced until each millisecond of her routines felt impossible to mess up. She even danced in her sleep.

All it took was a simple jump; a move she had done thousands of times. Similar to a half-pike that cheerleaders do, the leap had one leg out front, and one leg bent under her. Nothing unusual.

Then it happened.

The snap. The fall.

Her ankle was broken. Severely broken. The months-of-rehab and probably-surgery-and-pins kind of broken.

She tried to rehab it. She tried to heal and recover. She did the workouts, went to the doctors, and did not go too hard or too fast. But the thing she could not fix was her nerves: not nerves for competition, but literal nerves in her right shin. Her ankle and shin would go completely numb after a few minutes of dancing. Too much irritation, and she could not control her foot. It was now too dangerous to do high jumps or go up en pointe. And without those skills, she would never win competitions.

So, a month ago, The Big Horrible happened.

Her doctors and her family forced her to face the truth: she was no longer an Irish dancer. Yes, she could still do it recreationally; but at twenty years old, the thing she had worked toward for over twelve years was done. No going back. The door was closed.

For the two years prior to The Big Horrible, Molly had been a student at Taggert College, a university about five hours from her parents’ home. Not one of those lifestyle universities; just a solid, vanilla school with a great history program. She had chosen Taggert for the degree, but also because it had a dance studio right next to campus. She could walk over before and after class for practice. She practically lived there and probably should have moved in permanently. Her small apartment a few miles away was just a place to sleep; a place to tape her shoes or attach sequins to her costume while watching Riverdance again.

But now here she was, a month after The Big Horrible, sitting in her apartment, still surrounded by dance things. Most of her clothes and shoes were shoved into a bag in her closet, but her pictures, her competition medals; hell, even her ever-present roll of duct tape; were still sitting on the coffee table.

She existed like an empty shell. No focus. No drive. She went to class and she came home. She ate. She tried to sleep when the nightmares did not keep her awake. The absence of everything she thought she was, echoed in her soul.

She had failed.

She needed something. Someone to see the old her and the new her, because she did not know who she was anymore.

But she knew one thing.

Something had to make her feel.
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After The Big Horrible happened, Molly’s parents did ask if she wanted to transfer to a different university. Fresh start, and all that.

Molly thought to herself, “Yeah, right! My entire life is over, but sure, let’s move to a new university where I don’t have any friends or know anybody. Yes, that will be completely stabilizing.”

So no, she was staying, thank you very much! And she did have friends. Granted, the majority of them were from her dance studio, but still...she wasn’t friendless. And she also did love her classes. History was her thing. She loved talking about it. Loved dreaming about how a time period or historical location actually “was.” To put herself into it mentally. She wasn’t leaving that!

And so here she was, at 6 p.m., the night before classes began for a new semester. Her books were purchased, syllabi printed, bag packed. She had nothing to do. No dance class to prep for and no complex schedule to wrangle.

So why were her insides screaming for something? Like she couldn’t handle the lack of stress. The silence was deafening.

Just when her thoughts started down the “I am a failure” path once again, her phone rang.

It was Amber, her best friend.

Amber was not a dancer, surprise, surprise. She was a fellow history student who sat next to her in freshman year. First they were just class buddies, but eventually they became besties. They synched up classes and shared research projects. Amber was also her partying buddy at the rare times Molly decided to let go a little and have fun.

They had been through a lot over the years together; strict professors, early class times, making those 10,000-word papers stretch a little farther with the right filler words.... And Amber was probably the only person who really understood what Molly was going through.

“Hey.” Molly said with a sort of sigh.

“Girl, what are you doing? It’s the last night before classes start! We need to at least hang out. Nothing crazy, but you are not sitting there in your sad little apartment, wallowing in duct-tape-scented grief. Jeff and I are coming to get you and you’re going to dinner with us. No arguing!” Amber was clearly calling from her boyfriend, Jeff’s car.

Molly chuckled, “OK, OK. I know when I’m not going to win. I’ll throw on something nicer than yoga pants.”

“OK. It’s just Italian Grove, so nothing fancy.” Amber said and then hung up.



“Nothing fancy, she says. Ha!,” thought Molly. She went to her closet and started flipping through hangers. Green, shamrocks, green, competition shirt, more shamrocks. Jesus, was she really that predictable? Irish Dance is like a cult. A happy, bouncy, curly-haired, green-hued cult that she “don’t cry Molly!” missed so much!

Nope, not going to give in! Molly angrily smooshed all of those traitorous hangers out of the way to reveal her few other clothes. A lone black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. Yep, this would work. New Molly! New color scheme.

She threw on the outfit and was just putting her sneakers on when there was a knock at the door, a nicety because Amber just walked in at the same time.

“Mols, you ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Yay! Jeff’s in the car. And by the way, his friend from the dorm, Shawn, is also going to join us.”

“Oh, OK. You’re not trying to set me up or anything are you?”

“No,” Amber said honestly, “he’s just hungry. For real, you probably shouldn’t even be thinking of that for a while. Give yourself time!”

“I am. Promise!”



They left the apartment and piled into the car. The drive to Italian Grove was short and Molly took a deep breath when they walked in. Somehow, the smell of garlic and breadsticks always made her feel better. And yes, she knew that Italian Grove wasn’t real Italian, but it was a comfort staple in her book.

The restaurant wasn’t too busy, thank goodness, so they were seated right away. Shawn had yet to appear, but that was fine. Molly was just ready to eat her feelings in carbs and alfredo!

No sooner had she thought that, then a tall man with light brown hair strolled to the table.

Shawn.

Political Science major, who spoke French and loved to read. How did Molly know this, you ask? Well, it certainly wasn’t because she asked! She just...gleaned it from eavesdropping on many Amber and Jeff conversations.

And let’s be fair; Shawn was hot. Six feet tall with muscles due to his love of swimming, wearing a dark red polo shirt that set off his brown eyes behind their glasses.

“Hi everyone! Thanks for letting me join you!” Shawn said as he approached the table.

“Yeah, no problem. Have a seat! You remember Molly, right?” Jeff said.

“From....Amber’s history classes, right?” He said, making eye contact with Molly. She blushed at the direct attention.

“Yes.” Molly muttered, taking a drink of her soda to cover for her shyness.

“Cool. Nice to meet you.” Shawn said. He was sitting next to her at the round table. Kind of a boy-girl-boy-girl situation.

Molly was suddenly hyper aware of her body. “Sit up straight Mols! Tighten your core. Hands in your lap and elbows off the table! Fix your face!” She mentally yelled at herself. Molly always had that little devil on her shoulder telling her she was not pretty and that everyone knew it. Too many years of side comments from her mother, she supposed. It was a battle she constantly fought; the comments in her head.

She took another bite of her breadstick. OMG they are so good!

Molly let the conversation flow around her, until she heard her name.

“Molly? Earth to Molly?!” Amber waved in her face, “we are trying to bring you into the conversation.”

“Oh, sorry, just lost in my thoughts.”

“I was just wondering what you’re studying. I know it’s history, right, but like, what time period?,” asked Shawn.

“Oh, um, mainly post-modern American, with some WWII thrown in. Kind of depends on what classes I get. This semester, I’m taking History through Film, the History of Alcohol, and something called Cops and Robbers. Amber is in it with me too.”

Shawn smiled, “That is so cool. I love those course titles. I’ll be interested to hear if the content is as interesting.”

Just then the waitress arrived to take their order. Amber and Jeff got the same thing; shrimp alfredo with salad; they are such lovebirds. Shawn ordered the Italian Feast and Molly got just plain alfredo; more to dip her breadsticks in!

The small talk continued with Jeff getting all technical with his engineering studies and Shawn nodding along. Molly couldn’t help but notice that he kept glancing at her, as though he was trying to figure her out.

Their food came and everyone dug in. At one point, Shawn leaned over to whisper in her ear, “So, did you plan on having any protein tonight?” His eyes twinkled at her. 

“Um, not really. Who cares anyway?” Yes, Molly knew that was a loaded, defeatist statement, but she was just done with being health conscious. This was the new Molly. The rebel! Fuck health and the horse it rode in on!

Shawn just blinked at her. “Hmmm. Eat this.” He said as he slid a breaded chicken cutlet on her plate.

And well, didn’t that just give her the warm fuzzies. Followed, of course, by that stupid inner voice telling her she shouldn’t let him care about her in that way. It was too much, she was too much, so she needed to be less.

“Sorry,” she said, looking down at her plate.

“Nothing to be sorry about, just trying to help a friend.” Shawn said with a small smile. A smile just for her.

“Oh, God,” thought Molly. “Do NOT replace one obsession with another one. He’s not interested in you; he’s just being nice. Just be grateful and shut up. He’ll probably never speak to you again after tonight. He’ll just shake his head like, ‘Molly is a lot of work. I’m not interested.’”

And with that wonderfully positive thought, she ate her food with silent determination. She tried not to think about the chicken being really good.



Dinner ended and everyone rolled their carb-laden selves to their respective cars. Molly went to get into Jeff’s car, but Shawn stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Hey, would you like me to drive you home? Those two lovebirds probably need to be, um, alone.” Shawn said nervously.

“Oh, yeah, sure. That’d be great.” Molly said good night to Amber and Jeff.

Shawn drove a Kia Sorrento, one of those nice, yet not supersized, SUVs. He opened her door for her and made sure she was buckled in before closing the door. Aww, what a gentleman!

The silence in the car was loud, so Molly tried to fill the space. “I appreciate the ride home. Maybe I’ll see you around campus?”

Shawn glanced over at her. “I really enjoyed talking to you. I’d like to give you my number if you’re interested. Maybe we can go out just the two of us?”

“Oh. OK. Yes. That would be great.” Molly smiled. Yeah, OK, not going to hide that she wanted to get his number.

“I’m not 100% on my schedule yet, but can I text you tomorrow and we can plan something?” Molly asked, liar that she was!

“That works.” Shawn said, smiling at her. God, he was handsome. Stop it, Molly, Stop it!

They pulled into her apartment parking lot and Shawn turned off the engine.

“You can just drop me off here. I’m good.” Molly said.

“Uh, no ma’am you are not. I will walk you to your door and make sure you are inside safely. No arguments.”

Well, damn didn’t that just make her stomach go ka-thunk. And before she knew it, Shawn was opening her door. Sigh, his Mama raised him right.

The walk to her door took all of 10 seconds, and she fished out her keys to open the door. It was just the bottom lock; she was never one to lock her deadbolt because it was tight and got stuck.

Shawn said, “Does your deadbolt not work?”

“Oh yeah, it works, I just don’t use it. Nothing important in there anyway.” Molly said as she pushed open the door.

“Well, I disagree about that, but for me, tonight, can you please lock your deadbolt when I leave? Otherwise, I’ll worry about you.” Shawn said as he sort of leaned in the doorframe. Molly noticed he didn’t actually come into her apartment, like he wouldn’t unless she invited him in. That was interesting.

“Yes, fine.” She said, rolling her eyes.

“Thank you, Princess.” He said, giving her a cute grin.

She blushed. Ugg, Molly, you are NOT supposed to be interested in dating anyone right now. You promised!

“Well thank you for the ride, and I will text you once I have my schedule figured out tomorrow. Now go, so I can lock the all-important deadbolt to keep the big scaries out of my apartment.”

“Good girl. Good night, Princess,” he said and stepped back into the hallway. Molly did as promised and locked the deadbolt. And who could blame her when she watched him walk and drive away from her window.



What an interesting night. For several hours, she didn’t even think about The Big Horrible. She had had a normal conversation with a nice guy. And he cared about her being safe....aww. And he had called her a good girl.

She decided to go to bed early, so she was fresh in the morning, so she brushed her teeth and got in bed. And with a stupid smile on her face, she fell asleep immediately. She felt safe for once in a long time.

Shawn drove back to his dorm thinking about Molly. He knew a little bit about her because of Jeff, but he wasn’t prepared for his reaction to her. She was beautiful; clearly had a dancer’s body, but also a sparkle in her eyes that made the whole room dim. She was quiet at first, almost anti-social, but he figured she would warm up to him eventually. And she had, even getting kind of feisty about her deadbolt. God, the girl had little sense of self-preservation. Walking into her apartment in the dark, alone, and with only the bottom lock; yeah, that would not fly with him.

Little Miss Molly didn’t know it yet, but Shawn was not one to let things like safety pass him by. She’d be over his knee before she could blink the next time that deadbolt was not secure. He wondered how she would feel about that but given how her pupils had enlarged when he called her a good girl, he had a fairly good idea.

He had made a point to not go into her apartment tonight, because he wanted to give her her autonomy. He wouldn’t push into her life, and he wanted her to literally invite him in. He wanted her to choose him, not him to choose her, because let’s be honest, he felt like he had already chosen her. He didn’t really understand where these strong feelings were coming from, but Molly was his.

He stopped by Jeff’s dorm, but he wasn’t home; probably over at Amber’s. Those two, he swore, should own stock in condoms.

He was fortunate that the dorm he was in had individual rooms for the students, but with a communal bathroom and living room setup. The bathrooms had lockers for toiletries, so he made a quick detour and did his nighttime stuff before putting himself to bed.

He opened a book for class, thinking he could get a few pages read, but quickly fell asleep with his book on his chest.
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Coffee. She needed coffee. And groaning, to stretch. Molly might not be a competitive dancer anymore, but she still had all the aches and pains. Insult to injury, for real.

She stood up and did some calf raises to wake her feet up, while stretching over her head. Normally at this point in the morning, she would be doing a full stretch series, but there really wasn’t a point anymore, so she just did those few things and then went to hop in the shower.

Showers were such an amazing thing. No matter how hard her day was, taking a hot shower just made her feel so much better. If it was in the morning, it helped wake her up. If it was at night, it helped her calm down from the day. And this morning she wanted to perk up, so she used the citrus-smelling shampoo she loved and spent a few extra minutes using the fancy lavender body wash she got while on vacation.

She went back to her closet, noticing again the large number of green and shamrock shirts, and the non-existent number of other clothes. She had worn her black shirt last night, so today it was going to be pink, along with the same jeans from before. She really needed to go shopping.

Molly was not a makeup girl, so she just moisturized her face and blow-dried her hair.

That was it for her morning routine. She grabbed her bag and went to catch the bus to campus. Her first class started at 8:30 am and after arriving on campus at 8:00 am, she had enough time to go grab a coffee at one of the kiosks that dotted campus.

“A venti café mocha with extra whipped cream, please,” she told the barista. “And what name should I put for it?” the barista asked.

“Princess,” said a deep voice from behind her.

Molly spun her head around to find Shawn standing right behind her.

“And I would like the same, only no whipped cream. For Shawn. Thank you,” he said, and held out his card.

“No, you are not paying for my coffee,” Molly said, trying to push him to the side. She was not a small person at 5 feet 10 inches, but at six feet and frankly, way more muscle, she didn’t even budge him.

“Yes, I am. Deal with it, Princess,” Shawn said with a wink.

Molly hmphed and said, “OK, fine, but I’m getting it next time, and I gotta go—class starts in 20 minutes.”

“We’ll see...” Shawn said noncommittedly. “May I walk you to your class? Mine doesn’t start until 9.”

“Sure. It’s just over in the Turlington building,” Molly said as she hefted her bag a little further on her shoulder.

“Mine is too. They like putting PoliSci and history people together,” he said as he smoothly removed her bag from her shoulder and put it on his own.

“Hey! I can carry that!” she said, grabbing for it.

“Yes, you can, but so can I. So, let me. Be good and drink your coffee,” he said with a smile.

Molly was not sure what to say at that point. Why was he being so high-handed, and why did she kind of like it?

Just like the night before, Shawn walked Molly to her classroom door and handed her her bag with another charming smile.

“Have fun. Learn lots!” he said before leaving to walk outside.



Molly just stood there with a small smile on her face. She gave herself a good shake to put her historian hat on and found a seat in the middle of the classroom. She had had this same professor last year and knew what to expect—attendance didn’t matter, but your papers counted for more of your grade.

About two minutes until class started, Amber quickly ran in, barreling to the seat Molly had saved her.

“Well, you made it. I’m impressed. Why did you take such an early class again?” Molly asked Amber as she quickly pulled out her notebook.

“Because I am a glutton for punishment and like to torture myself. Oh, and after I registered, I promised Jeff I would not miss class this semester,” Amber murmured as the professor started speaking.

Molly let the lecture wash over her as she took notes, and the next hour went by in a flash.

Maybe, unlike the previous two years, she could really throw herself into her degree. So far, she was doing well, but honestly could spend more time studying, something her dance schedule did not allow. But if she was honest with herself, she didn’t really know “how” to study. She had always been a good student, and most grades came easier for her than for others. She had sort of skated over the last two years to keep her grades up, but really spending hours reading or writing, or whatever she was supposed to do, hadn’t happened. It was like everyone else had some kind of insider studying knowledge that she missed.

But it was day one of the semester, and she didn’t need to really worry about it right now. For today, she had a two-hour window to kill before her next class. And that next class should be an easy one: swimming. It was just an elective, and surely swimming laps would both keep her in shape and give her an easy A.

She went over to the aquatic center to explore the building and find a locker for her bag. She heard her phone vibrate in her bag as she picked a locker and, pulling it out, was surprised to see a text from Shawn.

“Hey Princess. I was hoping I would meet up with you after class, but I forgot to mention it. Hope your first class of the year went well. And don’t forget, you’re still supposed to send me a good day to go on our date!”

Molly took a deep breath. It hadn’t occurred to her to wait for Shawn after class. She was so used to going full force all day, every day, that the luxury of just sitting there, waiting on someone, was not something she was used to. It seemed so lazy, so indulgent. So not her.

She wasn’t really sure how to reply. “Sorry. How’s Tuesday?” No, that wouldn’t work. She didn’t want to sound too needy. “OMG, I was so engrossed in my class that I just dead-brained all the way to the pool. How’s tomorrow?” Or maybe the classic, “It was fine. Tomorrow work?”

Molly, stop overthinking! Just be yourself. The real you.

She sent a simple, “It was good. I’ll wait for you next time, now that I know we are in the same building and get done around the same time. I’m off to swimming class! Would tomorrow work for our date?”

Simple. I like my class. I like my building. I like you...no, don’t go there. I want to eat food at the same table with you tomorrow. Completely normal.

Molly went to the locker room and changed into her swimsuit. She didn’t bring anything clean to wear after swimming, so would probably just head home while wet, but they did have some nice showers. Maybe she could just let the hot water run over her and her suit - get the chlorine out and relax - before heading for the bus.

She flip-flopped into the main pool area and found a seat on the bleachers. She still had almost an hour to kill, but she could just enjoy the ambiance. Nothing better to disinfect your life than the warm, humid, chlorine-scented air of a pool.

She was just closing her eyes to zone out when she heard that voice again.

“Hey, Princess.” Yep, it was Shawn. Wearing his own swimsuit (that was tiny!) and climbing up to sit next to her.

“What in the world are you doing here?” she asked, rubbing her face almost like she was waking up from a nap.

“I come here about this time every day and swim. I’m not on the swim team, but I did swim in high school, so I like to keep it up. They have open lap swimming, so I use one of those lanes. You mentioned you were taking a swimming class, and I figured I would see you here eventually. Maybe next Monday we can walk over together?”

“Yeah, sure,” Molly said noncommittedly. She was not known for making it to super early classes on a regular basis, but that was a problem for next week Molly., not today.

“Well, enjoy your class. I’m going to go swim laps,” Shawn said and headed down to the lap lanes.

Molly watched him dive into the water in one smooth motion. Not a bad man to look at as he swam freestyle, eating up the 50 m length. And ooooh, he did those flip-turn things too.

Her staring was interrupted by talking from her end of the pool. Her class was in the 25 m length pool. She went to join them and was surprised that several of the other students looked just as awkward and nervous as she felt. She wasn’t a bad swimmer, but she wasn’t good either. She had never swum competitively or anything like that.

Her teacher introduced herself as Sarah and said the first thing they were going to do was a stroke and speed test. The key to getting a good grade was improvement, not where you started. But she needed to see where everyone was to put them in the correct lanes. 

Molly jumped into the, OMG IT WAS SO COLD, lane and completed the test when told to start. She knew immediately that she was going in the slow-as-a-turtle lane, but she had already chatted with and liked the other girls in that lane. The other students were too competitive. This was a college class, not the Olympics. Chill, people!

That was pretty much the class for the day, so she started to head for the locker room. Shawn was still swimming laps, so she figured she would either see him later or text when she was done. 

And OMG the shower felt so good! She stood there in her flip flops and swimsuit just melting under the hot spray. If she focused, she could almost imagine someone’s arms around her, instead of the water....stop Molly! Don’t go there. Save yourself the emotional drama of liking someone who probably just wants to be friends. Good lord!

She quickly dried off and put her regular clothes on. She sent a quick text to Shawn since he was still swimming - isn’t he tired!? Saying she was going home she’d talk to him later. 

The bus ride home was uneventful and once she got home, she took another shower to properly get the chlorine out of her hair. 

She quickly dried off and put her regular clothes on. She sent a quick text to Shawn since he was still swimming—isn’t he tired!?—saying she was going home and she’d talk to him later.

The bus ride home was uneventful, and once she got home, she took another shower to properly get the chlorine out of her hair.

It was about two hours later when her phone vibrated.

“Hey Princess! I’m sorry I didn’t get to see you after my swim. I had class after that and just got out. Are you free to go to dinner tonight? I can be there about 5? Let me know!”

Molly smiled at the text. “Yes, of course we can! I’ll be ready. Want to go somewhere cheap, like Nuno’s?”

“Sure. As long as you eat some protein. :)”

Molly stuck her tongue out at that. Real mature, Mols. Real mature.
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Molly heard the knock on the door at exactly 5 pm. She hurriedly opened it. “Hi!” she said, “Come on in!”

Shawn gave her a surprised look. “Thank you, I will, but did I just hear you only open the bottom lock?”

Molly turned to him with big eyes. “Well, yes, but it’s fine because I’ve just been home this afternoon.”

Shawn walked into her living room and crossed his arms. “Molly, it doesn’t matter what time it is. You think intruders care that it’s the afternoon?”

“Of course not, but it’s really not a big deal. I mean, yeah, I took a quick shower, but otherwise I was right here watching TV. I would have heard something,” she said, gathering her purse and putting her shoes on so she didn’t have to really focus on the topic.

“All right. We need to get one thing straight. I like you a lot, Molly, like really a lot, but if we’re going to become something, you need to understand, I WILL NOT allow you to risk your safety. Ever. For any reason. And if you choose to continue this and we are in a relationship, you will find yourself on the receiving end of some consequences for your lack of self-preservation.” Shawn looked at her with a stern face, hands on his hips.

Molly’s face was bright red and her eyes were huge. Did he just...? Yes, he did. OMG! Her stomach had dropped to her feet, and she forgot how to breathe.

She squeaked, “What kind of consequences?”

“The ones for princesses who do not make smart choices. Namely, a hand-to-butt conversation. Are you understanding me?”

Shit. Fuck. Oh, my giddy aunt! Why was that so hot? Why was she both terrified and turned on? What the hell!

“Molly?” Shawn asked, peering at her closely.

“Um, yes. I get what you’re saying. Noted. I will try to do better,” she took a deep breath, “because I really like you too.” She said and reached out to give him a hug. He was a good hugger.

“OK,” he said, giving the top of her head a quick kiss. “Let’s go eat.”

Molly followed him out of her apartment, dutifully locking BOTH locks.

Shawn reached out for her hand, and they walked to his car. Once again, he opened her door and waited for her to buckle her seatbelt before closing the door and walking around to the driver’s side.

Dinner was good—a steak burrito with extra queso and a Diet Dr. Pepper (Molly’s favorite drink). They compared stories about university life, and Shawn had Molly laughing until tears came to her eyes. He said a few things in French for her, and she about melted right there.

After about two hours of talking, Shawn said he had to go—he needed to get some studying done. Molly was sad to see him leave, but after he gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek and waited for her to lock BOTH locks, she knew something for sure...they were definitely in something. She wasn’t sure how serious it was, but having someone care about her was so very lovely.

She felt like she was starting to get to some sort of happy ending, if only she could get The Big Horrible to stop creeping back into her mind...
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The Big Horrible Rises
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A week had gone by since their Nuno’s date, and Molly felt like there might be a future for her after all. Maybe she had the potential to just be Molly, not Molly the Irish Dancer. So far, she had managed to make it to all of her classes and was keeping up with the reading. Her swimming class was going well—she swore she was going to be totally buff by the end of the semester, and she had seen Shawn a few more times as their schedules permitted.

And yes, she managed to remember to lock the deadbolt.

The Big Horrible reared its ugly head on Friday afternoon. She had gotten a message on Facebook from a dance friend, saying how excited she was to go to regionals. Molly was excited for her, really she was, but she couldn’t stop the shouting voice in her head telling her over and over how she was a failure, an embarrassment, a has-been with nothing to offer anyone.

Shawn had texted her to see if she wanted to eat in and watch a movie, but she claimed she had a headache and asked if they could get together on Saturday.

“I think I’m just going to go to bed early,” she had added, thinking she would be able to get over herself by the next day.

“OK, Princess. I’m here for you if you need anything,” he replied.

Molly turned off her phone. She just didn’t think she could deal with Shawn being all nice and caring right now. Why would he want to be with her if he knew she was such a failure? Yeah, not dealing with that right now.

What she needed was to get out of her apartment. She needed to run. She needed...to feel something. She could feel the numbness crashing over her like a blanket. She didn’t care if she got hit by a car at this point, because the pain would make her feel something.

So, she did what any normal person in this situation does—she put on her black leggings, her black T-shirt, and left her apartment to go jog down the street next to her building. Incidentally, it was also without streetlights. Dumb, yes. Desperate, oh absofuckinglutely.

She left her phone and her keys at home. No one was going to go into her house. She was only going to be gone for like 30 minutes.

She pounded her feet into the sidewalk as fast as she could. Of course, after ten minutes, her stupid, fucking leg went numb. God, she couldn’t even rage-run correctly. And so, with little choice, she walked back home, her right foot sort of dragging along with her like some cartoon car with a flat tire.

As she turned the corner into her parking lot, she saw Shawn’s car parked right by her building. “Fuck fuck fuck,” she thought. Well, there went the best relationship she had ever had, right out the window.

Molly steeled herself for the “you’re too much” conversation and walked toward the car. But surprisingly, Shawn wasn’t in his car. Where was he?

She walked to her door, a feeling of pure dread sinking into her as she realized her door was slightly cracked. No, not cracked—ajar. Open. Light coming through.

She slowly pushed the door open and peeked around the corner, not sure what to do when she saw Shawn. He was sitting on her couch, knees slightly spread and arms crossed, looking for all the world like a man who had a beef with his woman and was not budging until she learned who was in charge. He had also placed a folding stool in front of him.

“Hi,” she said, to maybe lighten the situation.

“Sit,” Shawn said, pointing to the stool in front of him. She sat.

“Hello, Molly. Fancy meeting you like this. I thought you were going to bed early. I thought I was coming by to check on you. I thought I would find you in your apartment, with your keys inside, and with your deadbolt locked.”

He didn’t yell. He didn’t have to. The level of squirm-inducing vibes did enough on their own. Molly seemed to get smaller and smaller with each “I thought...” And she knew she had done it. He made it very clear what he would do if she risked her safety again. Fuck.

“Do you have a good—and it better be amazing—reason for why you left your house unlocked while you, what, went for a walk?”

“Well, it was a run actually, but yes, I do.” She was not voluntarily going into The Big Horrible right now, probably not ever.

“Running. At night. In black. Where did you run?” Was his jaw clenching?

“Um, just down 34th Street,” Molly said, squinting because saying it out loud made it sound so much worse.

“You...hang on, I need a minute...” Shawn said as he stood up and walked to the little kitchen area. Molly could hear the deep breathing from where she sat on her little stool.

She stood up and started to walk over to him, but he pointed again. “No, no you don’t. You sit your little butt back on that stool. I did not tell you to get up, and right now, obeying me is probably the best thing you can do for yourself.”

Molly sat down, but she also spun around to face him and said, “I’m sorry. It was dumb, I know, but I just...look, I had a reason that I don’t want to talk about, but I just needed to, I don’t know, feel something.”

Shawn spun around, walking back over to the couch. “Oh, you’re going to feel something in a few minutes, I promise you that. But first, I want to understand why you did this.”

He reached out and clasped her hands in his. “Let me in. Why did you feel the need to be so reckless? Did you really want to get hurt?”

Molly started crying at that. “No. No. It’s just, since The Big Horrible I just need an outlet sometimes. My brain won’t stop saying mean things to me, and I need to feel, well, punished. No, that’s not right. I need to stop myself from falling into a pit of despair.”

Shawn was speechless. “The what? The Big Horrible?”

At this point, Molly was sobbing hard because she was probably about to ruin her chances with Shawn. She was just a broken former dancer who did a stupid jump and broke her ankle and wasn’t able to fix it. So, she had to give up that dream, and now she was flopping around, trying to find a new her.

“Honey, you are not broken!” Did she say all that out loud?

Shawn continued, “I had no idea you were going through this. Why haven’t you told me?”

“Because I didn’t want you to pity me or think I was too much to be with.” Molly was almost hyperventilating at this point.

Shawn pulled her into his lap and into a big hug. “No, no, you’re wrong. You are never too much. You are beautiful, smart, and funny. And it sounds like you have been through a very traumatic event.”

Molly continued to sob as Shawn rubbed her back and rocked her. It was a long time before Molly’s sobs slowed down. She finally was only sniffing when she spoke again.

“Shawn, thank you for being there for me. I understand if you want to go, though. I’m a lot right now, and you don’t deserve to have to deal with me,” she said as she gave an almighty sniff.

“Molly...what’s your middle name?”

“Elizabeth.” Sniff.

Shawn cupped her chin so he could make eye contact with her.

“Molly Elizabeth, I never want you to say that again. You are not a lot. You are not too much. What you are is a sweet princess who has been through a lot. You are a brave princess who has been carrying far too much alone. You are a smart princess who will find her footing, hopefully, with my help. And you are a bratty princess who put her safety at risk tonight and will pay for it later. Now, is there anything about those statements that are unclear or untrue to you?”

Molly shook her head.

“Good,” Shawn said, pulling her back into his chest. “Now, I am not going anywhere right now. It’s late, and you are exhausted. I’m going to go tuck you in, and then I’ll sleep on the couch. And tomorrow, we will deal with the events of tonight. Are you listening to me?” he said into her hair.

Molly nodded again. Shawn stood her up and, after turning her toward the bathroom, gave her a big smack to her butt.

Molly looked at him incredulously. “Yep, that’s a preview of tomorrow. Now, go brush your teeth,” he said, giving her a push toward the bathroom.

Molly quickly shuffled into the bathroom and closed the door. She pulled down her leggings and was impressed to see a handprint on her right butt cheek. Wow! The man was strong. She wasn’t sure she could think about what was going to happen tomorrow.

“I don’t hear the water running. You can look at your butt while you brush!” Molly heard through the door. That brought a little smile to her face. He knew she was going to look. Who wouldn’t?

She brushed her teeth and did all the other bathroom things and changed into some shorts and a T-shirt. It was one of her green ones because she didn’t have any other clean colors. She did like green, and after talking with Shawn, she felt like she could wear the color without getting triggered.

Shawn held up the covers as she climbed into bed. “Do you want me to stay in here while you drift off, or should I leave you alone?”

“Stay, please. I don’t want my brain to take over again,” she said softly.

“OK. Let me go grab a book from my car, and then I’ll sit right here next to you, OK?”

“OK,” was her soft reply.

He quickly returned with a book from one of his classes and, after removing his shoes, stretched out next to her on the bed. He quietly read his book, keeping his hand on her back, until he had to turn the page again.

Molly had never felt so safe before. Like nothing bad could ever happen to her. Mercifully, her brain was nice and quiet that night. No nightmares, and she slept until the morning. She awoke to find Shawn still on top of her covers, fully clothed, but with his arms wrapped around her.
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The Next Morning
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Shawn hadn’t intended to fall asleep with Molly last night. He had read for a few hours, but she was so cute all curled around herself, he couldn’t help but curl in with her. He was really starting to love this woman. Poor thing - he couldn’t imagine having the thing he had worked for for so long ripped out of his hands. It must have been gutting. He was going to have to find out if she was seeing a therapist, because he could already tell with that level of trauma, talking to someone would help.

He didn’t understand why her family and doctors just wanted her to move on so quickly. He supposed, rationally, that might have been the best thing to do, but irrationally, it was the worst. And she just got dumped back at school like it was nothing. No wonder she kept saying she was numb, that she wanted to feel something.

Now, how she got to feeling something was definitely debatable. Shawn was so tempted to yank her over his knee and paddle some sense into her last night, it was overwhelming. He was thankful that he made her talk first, but she was not going to get a pass for doing something as dangerous as running in black clothes, in the dark, and leaving her apartment unlocked. No, Little Miss Molly Elizabeth was going to pay the piper on this one.

He knew she was awake but also felt like she was enjoying the snuggle. He hugged her a little tighter and said, “Good morning, Princess. Did you sleep OK?”

“Mmmm hmmmmm. Shawn, I’m so sorry about yesterday, I...”

“Shhhhh. It’s going to be OK. We’re OK. You’re OK.”

“But you were mad!”

“No, I wasn’t mad. I was scared. Because the woman I am falling in love with was alone, in the dark, in a dangerous situation. But I’m not scared now - I am relieved you are safe, but I am also determined to deliver the consequences you earned from that stunt. Do you understand me?”
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