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To everyone stuck in a room void of light – be brave enough to open the blinds. There is a world full of colour beyond the walls of your mind.









 


 


 


If you’re looking for a light, happy romance with a perfect ending, then this may not be the book for you. It deals with realistic situations and traumas.


If that is something that you’re interested in, I’ll be happy to see you along this journey of healing, heartbreak and growth.


Be kind to your heart, my darlings.


Mar.









Trigger Warnings


This story contains explicit content and topics that may be sensitive to some readers, including alcoholism, toxic relationships, mental health (specifically depression and BPD), body image, self-harm, mentions of OW/OM, and loss of a parent.
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Part One


[image: Illustration]


Graduation Year


“I live; I die; the sea comes over me; it’s the blue that lasts.”


VIRGINIA WOOLF









Chapter One


Blu


Year Four/Week One – Present


“Reservation’s at eight, right Carter?”


I gripped my phone tightly, following the path of a fellow York student. Her hair was in a gelled, long braid, swaying back and forth like a boomerang.


And then it hit me in the face.


“Jesus Christ,” I muttered.


She didn’t notice. I’m sure she had slapped a thousand and one people just today alone with that death whip.


“What about Christ, Blu?”


I rolled my eyes, entering the communications building of my college. Only this time, I kept a significant distance from everyone around me. Like always.


“Someone hit me in the face.”


“No one hit you in the face,” Carter stated. As if he knew me. As if he saw through my exaggerations.


Not many people did.


Not many people cared to.


“But yes, eight tonight. Cuisine Mercanti.”


I nodded as if he could see, fully knowing he was sitting on his work laptop scrolling through a Tinder list of girls.


“See you later.” I hung up the phone before he could say his goodbyes and scoped out the class numbers.


My pop culture seminar was in room two-twelve and this building already disgusted me. Cobwebs, exposed brick with gum stitched to the crevices of broken corners – Eight months until graduation, I repeated to myself. Eight months until I run away.


I had this professor last year, but the class was online so showing up was a bother. Mind you, I heard her voice, I knew what she looked like, but everyone else was a mystery.


A mystery I didn’t care to solve.


“ . . . And that is what Stuart Hall cited in the readings for next week, which I know all of you are dying to read.”


Quiet laughter emanated through the cinder block encasing around twenty students in uncomfortable seats and miniscule desks.


“Hi there,” my professor said. She had kind eyes – alert, but sweet. “Nice to see you. Take a seat.”


My fingers wiggled into a wave as I flashed a rehearsed smile. “Plan on it.”


A few people chuckled at that. I was good at eliciting reactions.


My bare legs hit the plastic chair before I could readjust the length of my black mini skirt. It was hot for early September, meaning fools just like the dirtbag in the corner were on the prowl to look up flowy dresses.


I matched this creep’s eye-contact until he looked away, shuffling a deck of Pokémon cards underneath baggy sleeves. Perv.


That’s when my eyes caught on something else, rather, someone else. His gaze held mine too, at least for a brief moment. A moment I picked up.


A moment I wouldn’t forget.


Light brown hair, long enough to peek out underneath a baseball cap, but not messy. Blue eyes, laced with a hint of green. Chiseled face, angular like a model – no facial hair.


I was observant, a trait I possessed and loved to gloat about. Carter knew that about me; nothing slipped by Blu Henderson.


When someone interested me, there was no going back. For them, I mean.


I was untouchable, unattainable, charismatic and charming. I held my pride like a sword.


This man would be mine, whether he knew it or not.


For the rest of class, I watched him. He sat in the front row and I jotted down assumptions:




1.   Two earrings. One dangly cross, one pearl. Hipster, maybe. Edgy? Social media star?


2.   White t-shirt. Navy blue pants. Nike blazers. Silver bracelet. Knows how to dress? A tad suspicious.


3.   Art major. Tattoos. Michelangelo’s “Creation of Adam” below his elbow - a rose next to it. Definitely art major.





“What are your thoughts, miss blue hair in row three?”




4.   He’s staring at me. His eyes are definitely blue. He has pretty privilege, he must. There is no way that -





A girl tapped my shoulder, poked it rather. “Yes?”


“The professor asked you something,” she whispered. Her voice was nasally.


Ah, so that’s why he was looking at me. My eyes rolled around the room, meeting just about everyone’s until they landed on his. I felt my professor staring, but that could wait. Just a second longer; I needed to know what it felt like to be in his sights.


“What was that, Professor?” I finally ripped away my gaze, a subtle smile playing on my lips.


Maybe she thought I was smiling at her. Maybe that was for the best.


“I asked for your thoughts on the Adorno reading,” she started. “You were writing things down.”


Yeah, I was. Not like it was any of her business. I quickly fanned my assumptions paper, then placed it down on its backside.


“Grocery list,” I said, tapping my pen against the wooden desk.


Her face went cross. “I don’t think right now is the time to –”


“– but if you’re asking my thoughts on Adorno, I’d say his morals were skewed. His concepts on high and low culture are non-progressive.” My eyes never left hers as I continued.


“By identifying jazz music as low culture, he’s placing people into categories depending on their likes and dislikes, judging them, even.” I turned to Nasal-Nelly beside me. “Do you like jazz music?”


God, I could’ve halted traffic with the red in her cheeks.


“I, um –” she swallowed. “It’s nice. I – I do enjoy it sometimes.”


“She enjoys it sometimes.” I stated, flipping my attention back to the front. “And who am I to judge her partial enjoyment of jazz music? Adorno would. For that, I disagree with his beliefs. Thoughts concluded, Professor.”


Someone in the back laughed loudly and I turned around to soak in the reign. A beast of a man wearing a fishing hat, plaid overcoat and dark denim was eyeing me with praise.


I saw it in everyone.


They saw it in me.


“Thank you for sharing . . . ”


She wanted my name. “Blu, Professor. Blu Henderson.”


Given any other circumstance, I would’ve shaken her hand. Seemed a bit inappropriate but I extended it anyway.


Like most people, she had the manners to receive the gesture, though it wasn’t sincere. I just wanted to keep his attention a little longer. I knew I had it. I felt him looking.


Ten minutes later, class had finally come to a close with no substantial contribution from anyone other than me. I knew Prof. Granger had her own list of assumptions the second she saw me walk through that door. How could you not?


Dark blue hair, light brown eyes, rockstar attire, and a personality that demanded attention because I deserved it. Attention owed me.


It fucking owed me.


He stood up, collecting his black backpack and Air Pods. My God was he ever tall. You can never really tell when they’re sitting down, but I would’ve placed him at 6′3. A full foot taller than me.


“Great to see you again, Jace,” the professor said to him.


Jace.


Jace.


Jace.


His name stamped onto me like a tattoo.


“Likewise, Professor.” That voice. The voice. Jace’s voice.


His eyes were on mine for a fraction of a second before he ducked out of class. That look, it floated in my head. It bounced. It demanded.


He would be a part of me.


I would be a part of him.


I quickly flung my purse strap over my shoulder, darting for the door when Prof. Granger called out, “You’re quite the character, Blu Henderson.”


You’re quite the character, Blu Henderson.


Of course I am, I wanted to say. Glad you recognized, I should have said.


Instead, I smiled. “See you next week, Professor.”


When I finally exited the room, Jace was standing next to the water-fountain, filling up a glass tumbler.


He looked up at me.


I glanced at him.


And I walked away.









Chapter Two


Jace


Year Four/Week One – Present


“Can you get that?” Mom called from the living room.


I knew who it was before I answered the door. Baxter’s Chevy was parked on the side of the road.


“Hey,” I greeted, letting my brother inside.


He nodded, his tall frame filling most of the doorway. “What’s up, Jace?”


“Nothing, just got back from school.” I shut the door behind us, running my fingers through my hair. “Are we taking photos today?”


Baxter was a photographer, and the best one at that. Maybe I was a little biased because he was my older brother, but he was too talented to not get the recognition he deserved.


“Can’t.” He made his way around the hall, stepping beside the couch. “Hi Mom.”


“Hey Bax,” she smiled. She always had happy eyes around my brothers. “Nice of you to come by.”


“Yeah, I was trying to call Will. Thought he showed up here after golf but he might still be on the course.”


I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms. “Will didn’t tell me he was at golf.”


“Why would he tell you, kid?” Baxter laughed, leaning down to pet Sadie. “He’s with the vets.”


Our chocolate lab returned his cuddles, embracing the warmth my brother directed towards her. The warmth he rarely gave me.


“I’m twenty-one,” I stated, as if I had something to prove. I always did. At least to my older brothers.


“Yeah, and the vets are thirty. Bit of a jump there, Jace.”


Will worked as a financial analyst downtown. A few years ago, when he’d landed that position, my brothers and I coined his coworkers as “the vets” because they pranced around the office like veterans of war. I never thought Will would turn into one of them.


I never thought a lot of things would happen.


“Say,” he started. “When are you getting a car?”


“When I can afford one.”


He laughed. It was condescending. Everything my brothers did lately seemed to be.


“Can’t afford shit if you don’t work.”


“Hey, language,” Mom warned, lowering the television volume. “He’s going to work when he graduates, aren’t you Jace?”


This was always the topic of conversation. I hated that I felt inferior to Will, Baxter and Scott. Being the youngest of four brothers, there wasn’t much room to grow even if I wanted to. In their eyes, I’d always be a kid.


In their eyes, I’d always be beneath them.


“Don’t be sad about the soccer stuff, Jace. Sometimes things don’t work out,” Baxter said, as if I mentioned the sport in a silent exchange.


“I didn’t say anything about soccer.”


“No, but you’re always thinking about it. Can’t beat yourself up over stale bread. Get out there,” he insisted, twirling his keys. “Find a new job. Find a purpose.”


Find a purpose. As if that was the easiest thing in the world. To find a purpose when everyone around you already found theirs. When it was instilled on them since birth. When the one thing you loved, the career you thought you’d be working towards, crumbled beneath your feet.


“It’s not that easy.” I adjusted my shirt, glancing down at my arms. I’d been working out. I wanted Baxter to see that I wasn’t a fucking loser.


He laughed, but it was sarcastic. “Nothing ever is. You make your own luck in this world, Jace.” He pinched Mom’s arm before heading towards the door.


“Hey!” she sniped, rubbing red skin. “You’re twenty-six, Bax. Quit doing that.”


He laughed, but it was genuine. “Old habits never die,” then turned to me and punched my shoulder. “See you, kid.”


Kid.


Kid.


Kid.


“My name’s Jace,” I mumbled, barely a whisper. Who would have heard it?


Who would have wanted to?









Chapter Three


Blu


Two Summers Ago


“Text me when you finish up,” Fawn said as I knocked on Tyler’s door.


“Yep. I’ll recount the filthy details for you on the Uber ride home.”


“You’re sick,” she laughed, ending the call.


Just in time, Tyler opened up and immediately pulled me inside. His hands were calloused from his construction job, the back of his tee stained from sweat.


“Mm,” he kissed me, his tongue forcing into my mouth. “I needed this.”


Of course he did. I was born to satiate. I tasted like fucking vanilla cream pudding.


His fingers circled my nipple, hardening at the touch. I made sure to wear something mesh and see-through. Tyler liked it.


“Couch,” he commanded. I did as I was told and he had me bent over in seconds, the back of his hand slapping my right ass-cheek.


It hurt. It always hurt. But I smiled through the pain. Tyler liked it.


“Can you turn down the lights?” I requested. The darkness hid my imperfections. I was perfect, with minimal visibility.


But he didn’t move. He pushed my legs apart with his foot, hiking down my skirt. I felt the pouch of my stomach droop down a little. I hadn’t been eating much. Why did I have a pouch? This won’t do.


He cupped my breast as he slipped his dick inside of me.


My stomach fat was present.


The lights were on.


He could feel it.


He could see everything.


I placed one arm over my belly, using my other hand to guide his down to my clit. He didn’t do it. He wanted my tits.


“Fuck, Blu!” he moaned.


I couldn’t feel him inside of me.


I felt the pizza from two days ago.


The salad from last night.


The water. So much water. Water for breakfast. Water for lunch.


He finished quickly, thank God. I managed to escape him seeing my hanging skin. No crispy onion straws in the salad, useless carbs, I made a mental note.


While he was disposing of the condom, I quickly yanked up my skirt and fluffed my hair. One of my buttons popped off but Mom wouldn’t care. She’d be too drunk to notice.


Tyler had been my friend with benefits for a few months now. When I turned twenty-one, we’d met at a bar on Adelaide. He impressed me with his corporate position, I impressed him with my breasts. We fucked in the washroom and had been hooking up ever since.


Most nights we were both incredibly wasted. But today he insisted on seeing me sober, maybe to fully feel how amazing it was to be inside of me. But it wasn’t amazing for me.


The lights were on.


I grabbed the scattered contents of my purse and made my way to the door, sliding on my sneakers.


“I’ll head out now,” I called. Hovering in a man’s place was the worst thing you could do. How embarrassing.


“I love that about you,” Tyler once told me the third time we hooked up. “You never stay beyond your means.”


What an insult.


Why had I come back?


He emerged from the bathroom as I was about to leave, his eyes scanning my body.


“You should try going to the gym, Blu. I have a membership if you want to come as a –”


I shut the door before I could cry.


I never saw Tyler again.









Chapter Four


Jace


Senior/High School – Four Years Ago


“Sarah asked me to prom last night,” Morris bragged, lacing up his cleats. “Her prom-posal was too good.”


I couldn’t help but feel envious. I always did. Morris got every girl he ever wanted.


No one ever wanted the skinny, lanky kid with zits that covered seventy percent of his face. How could anyone ever want that?


“A little early for a prom-posal,” I said, keeping the bitterness at bay. “How’d she ask?”


He sat in silence for a minute with the biggest smile on his face. I could tell he was thinking about it, about her. Only in my dreams could I envision feeling that way towards someone; only in my dreams would those feelings be reciprocated.


“She showed up to my house in this itty-bitty lingerie set, and she –”


“Wait what?” Connor piped up, throwing on his jersey. “How’d your parents not freak out?”


“They weren’t home, dumbass,” Morris said, throwing a sock at his face.


“How the hell was I supposed to know? Got pictures of her in it?”


“Watch your fucking mouth McCook,” Danny interjected, curling a barbell with his right arm.


My eyes hovered longer on Danny’s build. I looked down at my own. I let out a sigh.


“Sarah’s Cumberland’s woman, Danny. Why you so worked up?” Connor jested. “Got a crush?”


“Want me to throw this at you?” Danny waved the weight like it was a feather.


If only, I thought. If only.


“Why so glum, Boland?” Morris’ voice called out to me. “You still got the year ahead of you.”


I continued tying up my laces, looking down. I didn’t say much to anyone. Silence was the best option. Silence didn’t start arguments. Silence left no room for vocal judgement.


“I’m sure Tatiana will prom-pose to Jace,” Connor started. “They’d look great together.”


The room erupted in laughter. It was my worst nightmare.


Tatiana Orelwall was well over the average weight that any 5′1 girl should be at seventeen. She had a thing for porcelain dolls (she carried them everywhere) and her face was covered in cystic acne. We had that in common.


Danny was the only one not laughing, but he wasn’t defending me either. No one really defended me. I barely defended myself.


Coach blew the whistle and everyone was on their feet. Everyone except me. I felt the sting of tears, but I didn’t let them fall. No one should know me like that. I was already seen as weak enough.


A Gatorade bottle was tossed onto the floor in front of me. Max, I think his name was, sauntered over with a stoic expression. Max never smiled, never frowned either. He was just . . . Max.


“Pick it up, man. It’s yours,” he said.


“Pardon?”


He kicked the orange bottle to my feet. “For practice. I had an extra.”


I didn’t know what to say, I never did. So I snagged it and nodded a thanks. Thankfully, Max didn’t mind. He kept walking past me onto the field.


That was the day that solidified the value of silence, at least for me.


Max didn’t laugh at me.


Max blended in.


Max wasn’t popular. Nor was he a loser.


Max was fit, but he wasn’t jacked.


Max probably didn’t care what other people thought of him.


I wanted to be like Max.









Chapter Five


Blu


Year Four/Week One – Present


I leaned back into the velvet cushion booth at Cuisine Mercanti.


“Have you decided on food?” the waitress asked. She was pretty. Carter was probably eating her up.


“I’ll have the Sauvignon Blanc,” I said, handing over the food menu. “Just drinks for now,” my eyes roamed over her nametag, “Ellie.”


I’ve come to learn that people enjoyed when you said their name. It was like an extra step at valuing a person’s person. It made them feel seen. I did a great job of that.


“The six or eight oz?” she asked, her face a little brighter.


“The bottle,” Carter answered for me, throwing a flirty wink.


She didn’t reciprocate. Maybe it was because she had a boyfriend. Maybe it was because she was into me.


It was probably the latter.


She carried our menus and walked away before Carter could get upset.


“Don’t be mad,” I started, sipping on water. “She’s probably taken.”


He rolled his eyes. “No one likes me.”


“I like you.”


“You don’t count.”


“I’m the only one that matters,” I chuckled, looking around the room. My eyes caught on two men in very expensive suits sitting at the bar. The hotter one was looking at me. The other was sporting clear inebriation.


“Carter, be subtle. See those two guys at the bar?” I queried. He nodded. “Which one is better looking?”


“The one on the left.”


That was the drunk fuck. “Wrong answer.”


He shrugged, rolling up his napkin. “It’s just the truth.”


I crossed my arms. “The one on the right is way better.”


“You’re only saying that because he’s checking you out.”


“Don’t be stupid. You’re better than stupidity,” I replied, though I studied the two men a little longer.


The man fighting inebriation was more cut, his suit a little darker, a little cleaner. His midnight hair curled around his ears in a sexy, messy way. He was loud, his lips were plump. Yeah, he was good looking.


The one who stared at me, well, he wasn’t horrible on the eyes either. Chopped hair, a bit of a beer belly. I unconsciously felt my stomach, adjusting the waistband of my skirt to smooth out any edges.


“Maybe you’re right,” I was ashamed to admit. “But he’s not ugly.”


“He’s not.” Carter glanced over at a group of girls sitting near the two men. “What about them? Do you think I’ll have any luck?”


“Maybe. If you grow some chest hair and actually approach someone in person. Tinder’s gotten you nowhere.”


He flicked his flaccid straw condom at me. I dodged it.


“I’m not like you, Blu. I don’t just approach random people.”


I let out an exaggerated laugh, mainly to get the suit-mans’ attention again. It worked.


“Carter, you’re twenty-five. Don’t be embarrassing.”


“You’re so sharp sometimes,” he let out, a spark of anger in his eyes.


It would pass. No one could stay mad at me.


The waitress, Ellie, brought the wine to our table and set out two glasses. She showed me the bottle, standard practice, poured a little and it danced around my tongue.


“Great legs,” I joked.


“She wasn’t talking about the wine,” Carter added. This time, the line landed and she blushed a little.


Ellie placed the bottle in the ice bucket and walked away, leaving me to congratulate Carter on his first success of the night.


“Very bold,” I smiled.


“I learned from the best.” We tapped glasses and he spoke again. “How was your last, first day of university ever?”


The thought sent a rush of adrenaline through me. Just eight more months. Eight more months and I would be free. I would take whatever inheritance my late father left me and shoot for the stars. By the stars, I meant Paris.


Since I was a little girl, I’d always wanted to go. There were stupid stereotypes that surrounded the place – “Oh, Paris isn’t that great. Paris is just a tourist location. Paris is this and that and this and that,” but fuck the stereotypes.


Paris was a dream, that’s what it was. The atmosphere, the Eiffel Tower, the environment . . . It was all new. It was mine to explore. I was determined to explore it.


Mom could no longer withhold the inheritance when I graduated university. It was written in his will when he left me. When alcoholism sucked away all the best parts of himself.


I sipped away the thoughts and redirected them to Jace. Jace.


Jace, Jace, Jace.


“I have a crush on someone in my class.”


Carter looked up behind his glass. “You mean the class you just went to an hour ago?”


I nodded. Was I speaking gibberish?


“Can I ask how you managed to conjure up feelings so quickly, or do I even want to know?”


“I don’t get feelings for people. It’s just a crush.” Feelings were for the breakable. I was strong.


“And what are you going to do about said crush?”


I sat up straighter. “I’m going to make him love me.”


Carter threw me a sarcastic smile. “And then what?”


“I haven’t thought that far.”


But I did think about him. The entire subway ride to Mercanti I thought about him. He wasn’t my usual type. He was an enigma. I could feel the challenge brewing – it excited me. In a world so mundane and grey, I was the sun that brought it to life. At least in my own damn universe.


“Shall we cheers to new beginnings?” I said, holding out my wine glass.


He agreed with me. They always agreed with me.


“Cheers to you, Blu Henderson. The girl who always gets what she wants.”


How I wish that were true.


How I wish someone would notice.


I chugged down the rest of my glass and waved at suit man staring at me, then my chest.


A sense of adoration, desire and a pang of resentment ran through my core. I shoved away the latter and focused on the fact I was his object of desire. That’s all that mattered.


In a world short of love, I had to be wanted.


I was wanted.


I felt wanted.


Never loved, no.


But I was wanted.









Chapter Six


Jace


Year Four/Week Two – Present


Blu sat next to me.


“Jace, right?” Her voice was demanding, seducing. Trouble.


I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Hey.”


She was wearing a black hoodie that draped over yoga pants, white sneakers and her deep blue hair was tied in a messy bun. Her brown eyes flashed into mine as she settled into the chair, turning to me.


“Hi,” she repeated. Her smile was nice. All her teeth were perfectly straight besides the front two; slight crowding issue. I had the same. I fixed it. I fixed everything.


“I said hey,” I laughed, though I knew it came across rudely. I didn’t correct myself. I sounded like my brothers. They never corrected themselves.


If she was offended, she didn’t say anything. Nothing seemed to offend her.


I noticed her the first day of class. Her blue hair was like a breath of fresh air sitting between boring, bland walls. The way she answered Professor Granger had me on the edge of my seat – no one spoke the way she spoke.


“Sorry, I didn’t hear you.” She took out black headphones from her ears. I had the feeling she wasn’t listening to anything.


I chose not to answer and began bobbing my leg. It was a nervous habit of mine, one I rarely realized I would do until it began to cramp.


The desks were pushed closer together, almost as if the universe knew Blu would sit next to me.


Blu Henderson, she’d said her name last class.


What kind of a name was Blu? A nickname, surely. One her friends must have given her, or her family. What was her family like? Why didn’t I just ask? I was never good at asking questions. I was never good at saying much.


That was all Morris. That was all Danny. Connor. Reid. Price. Everyone.


Everyone but me.


I listened in class to Granger discussing semiotics. It was interesting enough, engaging enough, until her fingers touched my kneecap.


She looked at me. I looked at her. I thought I stopped bobbing my leg half an hour ago. I didn’t.


Her hand stayed for a brief moment until she decided to retract it and face forward. I longed for her to touch me again. That longing was unusual.


When break came, she wasted no time to pose the question. “Do you do that often?”


“Do what?” I knew what she was referring to, but I wanted to hear her say it just the same.


“Your leg. You can’t sit still.”


I shrugged. “Just something I do.”


“Hm.” She leaned back, her brown eyes scanning mine. “You’re very good looking.”


If I had been drinking water, I would’ve choked. My cheeks began to heat up, but I burned the blush before it could surface. She probably caught it because she smiled.


“You look like a painting.”


“A painting?” I asked. I wanted more of this. Whatever this was.


“A painting,” she repeated, then turned to her laptop and began typing notes for the seminar.


We didn’t speak for the rest of class. She got up abruptly to take a phone call and never came back, leaving me with the longing feeling of her fingers against my kneecap and the rush of her compliments.


By the time I got back home, it was late and I huddled into bed, drifting off to a list of paintings I could only hope she compared me to.


At least in my dreams, Blu’s compliment was true.









Chapter Seven


Blu


Grade Eight – Ten Years Ago


“Your father’s dead.”


My mom didn’t pull me out of school that day. She just uttered the words through a telephone call. It was my eighth grade teacher Mrs. Meleni that asked permission to take me home.


I didn’t want to go home.


There wasn’t much of a home to come back to.


When I walked through the door, Mrs. Meleni accompanied me. If there was a law against that, she broke it. But I felt safer with her by my side.


My mom was in the living room with a cigarette in one hand and a beer in the other. The radio was blasting punk rock and she sang her heart out as if her husband hadn’t passed away.


As if my dad wasn’t dead.


I was thirteen when I asked my mother how he died. She told me the alcohol took him. I know now that she meant he overdosed and the poison shutdown his brain.


Mrs. Meleni cried when she saw the state of my home. My mom was a functioning alcoholic, but an alcoholic nonetheless. She said if she could do basic household chores, show up to work and clean her car without losing it then why would she give up drinking?


I couldn’t argue with her. I was voiceless.


Mrs. Meleni asked if I wanted to be taken to child services and I remember laughing at her. I said, “I’m a little too old for help.”


What I really meant was, “Save me.”


When I went to my father’s funeral, my mom sobbed like a two year old who lost her favourite toy. I don’t know that she ever loved my father. I don’t know that she ever really knew him.


Did I?


Did he even love her? Me?


Why would he leave me if he loved me?


The house stopped stinking like booze. Dad was a spiller, Mom poured her drinks in lidded cups. The floors weren’t sticky anymore. I guess that counted for something.


Dad left a hefty inheritance for Mom and me, only he specifically stated in the will that I’d receive my share when I graduated. Back in the day, he had founded his own contracting company. He was smart, my dad, in his own way. He was sick, too.


But I was thirteen. What was a thirteen-year-old going to do with thousands of dollars? I had no use for the money. Not then, anyway.


After the funeral, Mom disappeared for a few days. I think she went to Aunt Lisa’s; she came back wearing a red overcoat and some knee high stockings. Aunt Lisa’s was a strip club, I’d googled.


That night, I slept in my dad’s bed. I wanted to feel what he felt, every night, waking up and hating his life so much that he poisoned himself from the inside out.


Was I so bad? Was I a hard kid to take care of? Was I too needy? Too clingy? Too weak?


His room was dark and dismal, various shades of dark blue stamping every corner of these walls. Navy drapes, indigo sheets, chipped spruce paint.


Was blue a happy colour? I could no longer tell. He was sick, but he was out of his misery. A bittersweet dichotomy of some sorts.


I drifted off to sleep thinking about who I was. Who I wanted to be. What I wanted to achieve. Was I going to end up like my parents? One dead, another teetering between breathing and breathless?


I chose neither.


I chose Blu.


A part of me died that day.


Her name was Beatrice Louise Henderson.









Chapter Eight


Jace


Senior/High School – Four Years Ago


Six months after I changed my life, I asked Riley Montgomery to prom.


People underestimated the change your body could make in six months.


Six months and my Accutane treatment finally cleared up my acne.


Six months I worked out every part of my core until I was numb.


Six months of wearing a clear retainer.


Six months of motivational podcasts.


Six months of erasing the scrawny, lanky shit I used to be.


Six months and I got my dream girl.


I remember when I first noticed Riley noticing me. I’d just gotten off practice when her and her friend Marla approached from the bleachers.


“Great job out there, Jace.”


I didn’t even think she knew my name. But she did, and she was talking to me.


“Thanks. We got another game tomorrow night if you want to come?”


She liked that I invited her, and I savoured the new confidence I found in myself. Old Jace would have never talked to Riley Montgomery. Riley Montgomery would have never talked to old Jace.


The next night, she came wearing my jersey number on her cheek. We won 3–0 and I rode the high a little longer than I’d ever rode it before. Before she could say anything, I took her face in my hands and kissed her senseless. It was the second time I spoke to her, and my hands were gripping her waist. She let me explore more of her later, but I wanted to wait until prom.


I saw something with this girl. She saw something with me.


No one saw that before.


A few days after I asked Riley to prom, the guys were getting changed in the dressing room.


“Boland copped Riley, d’you hear Danny?” Connor piped, slapping my chest.


“Good on you,” Danny said.


He had a crush on Riley for a while, but I got her. She liked me. Not him. I felt a sense of power from that.


“You fuck her yet?” Morris asked, as if he had every right in the world to know my business.


I shook my head.


“She doesn’t want to touch you, eh Boland,” Connor joked. His stupid antics went over my head. Shit wasn’t funny.


“Didn’t Samantha Cordon give you syphilis last year, Cumberland?”


The boys growled with laughter while Connor ducked out of the room, unable to meet my eyes. Again, I felt like I’d won. The guys loved me. For once, they weren’t laughing at me.


They were laughing with me.


Five minutes later, the dressing room had cleared out entirely. Or so I thought.


“Feels nice, doesn’t it?” It was Max who remained.


“What?” I slung my bag over my shoulder. “What feels nice?”


“Feeling like you belong.”


A surge of heat soared through my body. A pang of annoyance coupled the emotion. “You’re fucking weirding me out, Max.”


“You’re better than this, Jace.”


“You don’t know me.”


“You don’t know yourself,” he countered, shaking his head. “You think fitting in with a bunch of assholes is going to fulfill you? What are you looking for?”


“A way out of this conversation,” I snapped, turning my back on him until I exited the room.


Who the hell did he think he was? Acting like he knew me? Questioning everything I worked towards, everything I worked for? I barely said five words to this guy. He would’ve said less than three.


“Baby,” Riley said as soon as I reached her locker. “You look a little down.”


I cupped her cheek and kissed her lips, taking in all that she was giving me. All that belonged to me.


Leaning in close, my breath tickled her ear. “Come back to mine.”


I fucked her that night.


I couldn’t wait until prom.


Connor said she didn’t want to touch me, well, I proved him wrong.


I proved everyone wrong.


That’s all that mattered.









Chapter Nine


Blu


Year Four/Week Two – Present


My ethics and media class was a drag.


Most of my courses were online so I didn’t need to brave this shithole of a campus, but this one was by far the worst.


Prof. Flowers was anything but a dainty stem and leaf. She wore these weird overcoats that had swirly designs on them, her boots were clunky and muddy as if she lived in the wastelands and her hair was constantly uncombed.


Oh, yeah, her personality wasn’t that great either.


She banked on participation marks for grades, and sadly I was walking a thin line between passing and failing my degree, so attending was the only option.


I couldn’t fail. I had a plan. I had to leave.


This building stunk of mildew and there was only a slim window in the corner of the class, tucked away behind a podium housing old books.


But today was different.


It was different because there was a new face.


“Funny seeing you here,” I told Jace, plopping my bag next to his. “Switch in?”


He nodded. It became his signature sign. I think it meant he liked me.


“Yeah, the class I was in was ridiculous,” he said, stretching out his long legs. My eyes trailed the length of his trousers before meeting his gaze again.


“Which class?” I asked, mainly out of formality. There were plenty of things I wanted to know about Jace, none of them involving school.


“I honestly don’t remember the name. The professor called out everyone and quizzed us the first day.”


“You’re right, that’s lunacy.”


“Tell me about it.”


“What did she quiz you on? I mean,” I relaxed into my chair, “What is there to even quiz you on?”


He scoffed, running slender fingers through his hair. I noticed he changed his earrings. Both were diamonds.


“I think she was trying to make a statement.”


Interesting. I leaned in. “Isn’t that everyone’s intention?”


He caught my eye and a glimmer of something passed through his gaze. “Is that what you’re trying to do?”


“Is it working?”


The muscles in his jaw flexed and finally, for the first time since I’d met him, he smiled. It was a small gesture, one I could tell was reserved for the people he was impressed by (or impressed upon). But he smiled at me. That was a good enough answer as any.


“Alrighty class, I see some new faces!” Prof. Flowers started, throwing a look at Jace. He was the only boy in our class besides Hugo, a transfer student from somewhere overseas.


Faces. Plural. There was only one. And he was sitting next to me.


“Would you like to introduce yourself?” she piped.


“I’m not very good at introductions,” he began, “But why not.”


This grabbed everyone’s attention. His voice was deep and low. Given the fact that he was the only man in this bleak environment, half the girls were wide-eyed and interested. I knew first-hand. I was one of them.


A brunette in the corner twirled a lock of hair around her finger. Another pushed out her boobs from a too-tight top. She was far in the back, though. He wouldn’t see her.


I did.


“My name’s Jace, I’m a fourth year communications student and uh,” he paused, looking down at a crack in his desk, “I love soccer.”


Most people waved, a few mumbled hellos, Prof. Flowers smiled. I studied. I studied all of him.


He was silent, but not shy. Maybe he liked to present himself as such, but there was something to him that screamed attention. Now attention could go one of two ways – either you sought it out, or it found you. I couldn’t tell if he was both, neither, or somewhere in between.


“Cool, cool,” the professor clapped, then quickly switched on a TED Talk for the next half hour.


During this time, I decided to scout out any potential competition in the room. Call me crazy, but I needed to be the one he wanted. If someone was prettier than me, he would like her. Wouldn’t he? Every guy chose looks over personality. At least, everyone I had ever been with.


They were all the same.


That’s when I noticed a little belle sitting in the corner, quiet with doe-eyes. She was stunning, sporting that girl-next-door look. I didn’t look like that. I tried too hard.
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