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Chapter 1: Re-Introduced
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Andy. God, I'd always hated that name.

Even before I knew why I hated it, before I had the words to explain the way it felt like wearing clothes three sizes too small, before I understood that the uncomfortable squirming sensation in my chest whenever someone called it out wasn't just teenage angst—I hated it. Andy felt like sandpaper against my skin, like a song played in the wrong key, like trying to write with my left hand when I was so obviously right-handed.

But Arielle? Arielle felt like coming home.

I practiced saying it in the mirror for months before I told anyone. "Hi, I'm Arielle." "Arielle Matthews, nice to meet you." "Sorry, could you repeat that? I'm Arielle." Each time, my reflection seemed to smile a little brighter, stand a little straighter. Like she—like I—was finally becoming real.

Two days. Two days until I walk onto the university campus as myself, properly myself, for the first time. No more awkward corrections, no more wincing when professors read attendance lists, no more of that horrible pause when people looked at me and tried to reconcile what they were seeing with what they thought they knew.

I suppose I should feel nervous. Mum keeps asking if I'm anxious about starting university, and honestly? The academic bit doesn't scare me at all. I've always been clever—perhaps too clever for my own good, as my Grade 12 English teacher loved to remind me whenever I'd argue with her interpretations of whatever depressing novel we were studying. No, the coursework will be fine. It's everything else that has my stomach doing gymnastics routines.

Like the fact that I'll be living in residence with a complete stranger who probably expects a roommate named Andy. I'd requested a single room, obviously, but apparently half the incoming class had the same idea, and my application was just a smidge too late. So now I'm stuck with some unknown quantity called Marcus Chen, who's probably expecting to bond over sports and video games and whatever else boys are supposed to bond over.

The irony isn't lost on me. Here I am, about to start fresh where nobody knows my history, and I'm already worried about disappointing someone's expectations of who I should be.

But that's the thing about being a bit of a brat—and I'll freely admit that I am one—I've never been particularly good at meeting other people's expectations anyway. Even when I was trying to be Andy, I was rubbish at it. Too interested in literature, too opinionated about films, too quick with sarcasm, too everything that didn't fit the mould everyone seemed to want to squeeze me into.

At least now the mould and I are completely incompatible by design rather than by accident.

My phone buzzes. A text from Chloe:

Still can't believe you're actually doing this! So proud of you, babe. University won't know what hit them 💕

Chloe gets it. She's been my best friend since we were fourteen, and she was the first person I told when I started questioning things. Well, technically she figured it out before I told her, which was both mortifying and oddly relieving. Leave it to Chloe to take one look at me trying on her lip gloss in her bedroom mirror and say, "You know, you'd make a really pretty girl," in the most matter-of-fact tone imaginable.

That was two years ago. Two years of figuring myself out, of therapy sessions and difficult conversations with my parents, of legal name changes and medical appointments and learning how to do eyeliner properly. Two years of becoming Arielle while still being stuck in spaces where everyone knew me as Andy.

But university? University is different. University is mine.

I catch my reflection in my bedroom window—the September evening light is perfect for it—and for once, I like what I see. My hair's finally grown out properly, a cascade of auburn waves that catch the light just so. The girl looking back at me is pretty, I think, though she's got that slightly sharp look around the edges that suggests she might be more trouble than she appears. Good. I've never wanted to be the sort of pretty that comes with assumptions about being sweet and compliant.

Sweet and compliant were never really options for Andy, and they're certainly not on the table for Arielle.

My suitcases are packed and lined up by my bedroom door like loyal soldiers ready for battle. Three of them, because apparently I have strong opinions about wardrobe choices, plus my laptop bag and a backpack full of books I probably won't have time to read but can't bear to leave behind. Mum keeps saying I'm overpacking, but Mum's never had to curate an entire identity from scratch.

Every piece of clothing in those suitcases was chosen deliberately. The vintage band t-shirts that show I have taste in music. The perfectly fitted jeans that make my legs look miles long. The collection of sundresses that say I'm feminine but not fragile. The leather jacket that suggests I might be just dangerous enough to be interesting.

God, I really am a brat, aren't I? Planning my personality like it's a military campaign.

But maybe that's what it takes. Maybe becoming yourself requires a certain amount of strategic thinking, especially when the world keeps insisting you should be someone else entirely.

Two more days, and then Arielle Matthews walks into her new life. Andy will become just a story I sometimes tell about who I used to be, back when I didn't know any better.

I can hardly wait.
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Chapter 2: Different
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The campus food court was exactly what you'd expect from a university built in the 1960s—all harsh fluorescent lighting and beige everything, with the kind of industrial carpet that had probably seen more spilled coffee than a Tim Hortons floor. I'd claimed a table near the windows, partly for the natural light (because honestly, the overhead lighting was doing nobody any favours) and partly so I could people-watch while I waited.

Which I was definitely not doing nervously. Arielle Matthews did not get nervous about lunch dates with old friends.

Except, well, maybe she did when those old friends included people she'd known since she was five and wearing hand-me-down hockey jerseys that were three sizes too big.

My phone buzzed.

Jackson: Running 5 mins late, prof wouldn't shut up

Of course Jackson was texting me. He'd been doing that thing where he checked in constantly since I'd told him about lunch yesterday, like he was worried I might bolt. Which was ridiculous, obviously. I didn't bolt. I was many things—stubborn, opinionated, occasionally dramatic—but I wasn't a coward.

Although sitting here, watching clusters of first-years navigate their new social hierarchies while trying to balance cafeteria trays, I was starting to wonder if this had been a brilliant idea or a spectacularly stupid one.

The thing about staying local for university was that it came with baggage. Not the fun kind, like vintage suitcases with interesting travel stickers, but the complicated kind that followed you around asking uncomfortable questions. Questions like: would my old guy friends treat me differently now? Would there be awkward pauses where they caught themselves before saying something they used to say when they thought I was one of them? Would they be weird about me being in their group chats now that I was, you know, a girl?

"Arielle?"

I looked up to see Jackson hovering by the table, and for a moment, my brain did that thing where it couldn't quite compute what it was seeing. Jackson looked... different. Taller, maybe, or maybe just more grown-up in that indefinable way that happens over a summer. His dark hair was longer than he'd worn it in high school, and he'd ditched his usual band t-shirt for something that actually fit properly.

"Don't look so surprised," I said, standing up to hug him. "It's still me."

"I know," he said, but there was something in his voice that suggested he wasn't entirely sure. The hug was brief, careful—nothing like the easy familiarity we'd had just a few months ago. "You look... good. Really good."

There it was. The awkwardness I'd been dreading, wrapped up in a compliment that felt more loaded than it should have.

"Thanks," I said, sitting back down and trying to project confidence I didn't entirely feel. "So do you. University's treating you well so far?"

"It's been six hours, Arielle. I've attended exactly one lecture and gotten lost trying to find the library." He settled into the chair across from me, and I noticed he was doing that thing where he wasn't quite meeting my eyes. "What about you? How's it treating you so far?"

"Interesting," I said, which was diplomatic. My roommate Marcus had turned out to be exactly what I'd expected—a perfectly nice engineering student who'd looked genuinely confused when I'd introduced myself and asked if there'd been some mistake with the room assignments. We'd sorted it out eventually, but not before a supremely awkward ten minutes where he'd clearly been trying to figure out how to politely suggest that I might be in the wrong place.

"Interesting good or interesting bad?"

"Interesting... educational." I spotted Chloe weaving through the tables towards us, flanked by two familiar figures. "Oh good, the cavalry's arriving."

Chloe bounded over with the kind of energy that suggested she'd already had at least two coffees, her blonde hair bouncing in its high ponytail. Behind her, looking considerably more subdued, were Tyler and Ben—two of the guys from our old friend group who I'd been wondering about.

"Arielle!" Chloe practically sang, dropping into the chair beside me. "You look absolutely gorgeous. I love what you've done with your makeup!"

I'd spent forty-five minutes on said makeup, trying to strike the right balance between "I'm put-together" and "I'm not trying too hard," so her approval was more of a relief than I wanted to admit.

Tyler and Ben hovered for a moment before claiming the remaining chairs. Tyler, at least, managed a smile. "Hey, Arielle. Good to see you!"

Ben just nodded, which was about what I'd expected. Ben had always been the quiet one, and apparently that extended to navigating major life transitions.

"So," Chloe said, clearly determined to power through any potential awkwardness through sheer force of personality, "how is everyone finding their first day of higher education? I personally have already decided that my psychology professor is either brilliant or completely mad, and I'm not entirely sure which option is more appealing." Chloe’s eyes looked as though they had some form of bright electricity shining behind them. Or, perhaps high beams on, shining out through her iris and towards me.

"Calculus hasn't changed much since high school," Tyler offered. "Except now the prof expects us to actually show up."

"Revolutionary concept," I said dryly, and Tyler grinned—the first genuinely relaxed expression I'd seen from any of them.

Jackson was still being weird, though. He kept glancing at me when he thought I wasn't looking, like he was trying to solve some complicated equation. It was starting to get on my nerves.

"What?" I finally asked him directly.

"Nothing," he said quickly. "Just... it's strange, you know? Seeing you like this."

"Like what, exactly?"

"Like..." He gestured vaguely in my direction. "Happy, I guess. You never looked happy before."

That caught me off guard. Not the observation itself—he wasn't wrong—but the fact that he'd noticed. Jackson had always been perceptive, but I hadn't realised he'd been paying that much attention to my general level of misery during high school.

"Well," I said, aiming for lightness, "turns out living as the right person tends to improve one's mood. Who knew?"

"Right," he said, but he was still looking at me with that strange, thoughtful expression.

Chloe, bless her, jumped in with a story about her residence don, who apparently had very strong opinions about proper shower etiquette, and the conversation drifted into safer territory. But I could feel Jackson's attention on me like a physical thing, and I couldn't shake the feeling that something had shifted between us that I didn't quite understand yet.

Which was ridiculous, obviously. Jackson was my oldest friend. We'd known each other since we were kids. If anyone was going to roll with this transition smoothly, it should be him.

So why did it feel like he was seeing me for the first time?
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Chapter 3: Signals Crossed
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A week into university life, and I was starting to think that whoever had designed the schedule for English Literature majors had a sadistic streak. Three lectures before noon should be illegal, especially when one of them was Medieval Literature at eight-thirty in the morning. Who in their right mind wanted to discuss Chaucer before they'd had proper coffee?

I was contemplating this injustice while trudging across campus towards the library when I spotted Jackson coming out of the engineering building. He saw me too—our eyes met across the courtyard—and for a split second, his face lit up with that familiar grin I'd known since we were just five years old.

Then something shifted. The smile became more careful, more measured, and he changed direction to intercept my path with the kind of deliberate casualness that fooled absolutely nobody.

"Hey," he said, falling into step beside me. "How'd the first week treat you?"

"Like a medieval torture device," I replied. "I'm starting to suspect my professors are testing whether sleep deprivation improves literary analysis. Spoiler alert: it doesn't."

He laughed, but it sounded forced. "That's rough. I've got it easy—most of my classes don't start until ten."

"Show off." I glanced at him sideways. "Where are you headed?"

"Library. Got a problem set due tomorrow that I should have started three days ago."

"Procrastination is a time-honoured university tradition," I said. "I'll walk with you—I need to track down some books for my Victorian Literature seminar anyway."

We walked in silence for a few steps, which was unusual. Jackson and I had never been the type of friends who needed to fill every quiet moment with chatter, but this wasn't comfortable silence. This was the kind of quiet that meant someone was thinking too hard about something they didn't want to say.

"So," he said finally, "how are things with your roommate? Marcus, right?"

"Better than expected, actually. Turns out engineering students are remarkably practical about unexpected living situations. He's decided I'm 'good to have around' because I actually know how to do laundry properly and I don't leave dirty dishes in the sink for weeks."

"High praise from an engineer."

"I thought so." I paused at the library entrance, studying his expression. "Jackson, are you okay? You've been... weird lately."

"Weird how?"

"I don't know. Distant? Like you're not sure what to say to me anymore." The words came out more vulnerable than I'd intended, and I immediately regretted the admission.

Something flickered across his face—surprise, maybe, or guilt. "I'm not being weird."

"You are, though. We used to be able to talk about anything, and now it's like you're editing yourself every time you open your mouth."

He was quiet for a long moment, staring at the library doors like they held the secrets of the universe. "It's not that simple, Ari."

"Why not? I'm still the same person you've known forever. I'm just... happier now. More myself."

"That's the problem," he said quietly.

I stared at him. "My happiness is a problem?"

"No! God, no. That's not what I meant." He ran a hand through his hair, looking genuinely distressed. "You being happy is the best thing that's happened in years. It's just..."

"Just what?"

He opened his mouth, closed it again, then shook his head. "Nothing. Forget I said anything."

"Jackson—"

"I should go. This problem set isn't going to solve itself." He was already backing away, that careful smile plastered on his face again. "I'll see you later, okay?"

And then he was gone, disappearing through the library doors before I could say another word.

I stood there on the library steps like an idiot, trying to process what had just happened. Jackson had always been straightforward—sometimes brutally so. The fact that he was suddenly speaking in riddles and running away from conversations was completely unlike him.

You being happy is the best thing that's happened in years.

What was that supposed to mean? And why had he looked so conflicted when he said it?

I pushed through the library doors, my mind spinning. The Victorian Literature books could wait. I had bigger mysteries to solve.

Like why my oldest friend was suddenly acting like I was some kind of puzzle he couldn't figure out. I didn’t think it’d be that hard for him. I was a boy. Now I’m a girl. That’s it.

I found a quiet corner on the third floor and pulled out my phone, scrolling through our old text conversations. Nothing seemed different there—he still sent me memes about our professors and old teachers, still complained about his coursework, and still remembered to ask how my day had been. But now that I was looking for it, I could see the subtle changes. His messages were shorter. More careful. Less of the easy teasing that had always been the foundation of our friendship.

When had it started? The lunch in the food court, maybe, when he'd said I looked happy for the first time. Or maybe earlier than that, back in the summer when I'd told him about my name change and he'd gone quiet for just a beat too long before saying he was proud of me.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling. There had to be a logical explanation. Maybe he was just adjusting to the change, the same way I was adjusting to everything else. Maybe it would get better with time.

But even as I told myself that, I couldn't shake the memory of the way he'd looked at me in the courtyard. Like he was seeing something that surprised him. Something that made him uncomfortable.

Or maybe...

No. That was ridiculous.

Wasn't it?

I thought about the careful way he'd hugged me that first day, like he wasn't sure how close was appropriate anymore. The way his eyes lingered on me when he thought I wasn't looking. The strange, almost wistful expression he got sometimes when I laughed.

You being happy is the best thing that's happened in years.

What if it wasn't just my happiness he was talking about? What if he was seeing me—really seeing me—for the first time and didn't know what to do with whatever he was feeling?

The thought was so absurd I almost laughed out loud. This was Jackson. Jackson who'd helped me through my parents' divorce when we were fourteen. Jackson who'd driven me to therapy appointments when I was too anxious to take the bus. Jackson who'd been there for every major moment of my life, good and bad.

Jackson who'd never looked at me the way he'd been looking at me lately.

I sat there in the library until the late afternoon light slanted through the windows, turning the dust motes into tiny galaxies, and all I could think about was the possibility that my oldest friend might be into the person I'd finally become.

And I had absolutely no idea what to do about it.
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Chapter 4: The Midnight Text Crisis
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My phone buzzed at 12:47 a.m., the blue light cutting through the darkness of my dorm room like a tiny lighthouse. Marcus was fast asleep—the boy could sleep through a nuclear apocalypse, which was honestly one of his more endearing qualities as a roommate.

I should have ignored it. Any reasonable person would have rolled over and dealt with whatever crisis awaited in the morning. But I'd been lying awake for the past two hours anyway, staring at the ceiling and replaying my conversation with Jackson, so I reached for my phone with the resignation of someone who knew sleep wasn't happening tonight regardless.

Jackson's name on the screen made my stomach do a little flip.

Jackson: hey ari u awake?

Then, barely thirty seconds later:

fuck sorry that was dumb obviously ur not awake its almost 1am

wait unless ur awake???

I miss how easy things used 2 be. But I also miss u now? Fuck this is confusing.

ignore this. im drunk. Sorry.

not drunk drunk just tipsy drunk

god this is pathetic isnt it

why is everything so complicated now

I stared at the screen, my heart hammering against my ribs like it was trying to escape. Jackson was drunk-texting me at nearly one in the morning, and somehow managing to be more honest than he'd been all week.

I also miss u now?

I re-read that line over and over again. What was that supposed to mean? Miss me how? Miss me like a friend misses a friend, or miss me like...

No. I wasn't going to finish that thought. Not at one in the morning with my brain running on three hours of sleep from the past night and an entire day of too much coffee.

I typed and deleted at least six different responses. Are you okay? seemed too worried. Go to sleep seemed too dismissive. What do you mean you miss me? seemed too direct, and also like the kind of question that could blow up a friendship if I'd misunderstood the subtext.

Which I probably had. Jackson had been drinking—he'd said so himself. Drunk people said all sorts of things they didn't mean. Drunk people got sentimental about friendships and made mountains out of molehills and sent rambling texts that seemed significant in the moment but would be mortifying in the morning.

I should reply with something light and friendly. Something that would let him save face tomorrow when he woke up and realised he'd basically confessed to... whatever this was.

But my fingers hovered over the keyboard, unable to form words that felt right.

The thing was, Jackson wasn't usually a drunk texter. In all the years I'd known him, through house parties and grad celebrations and that disastrous camping trip in Grade 11 when Tyler had smuggled in a bottle of his dad's whiskey, I'd never gotten a single late-night ramble from him. Jackson was the designated driver friend, the one who made sure everyone got home safely, the one who held hair back and provided water and aspirin without judgment.

So if he was drunk enough to text me, he was either having a worse night than usual, or whatever was going on in his head was serious enough to override his normal impulse control. At least, that’s what I found to be most likely.

I rolled onto my side, pulling my pillow over my head like it could muffle the thoughts spiraling through my brain. This was ridiculous. I was reading too much into a drunk text from my oldest friend. Jackson had always been protective of me—that was just who he was. When we were kids, he'd walked me home from school when the older boys were being particularly awful about my too-long hair and my refusal to play hockey. When I'd started therapy, he'd been the one to drive me to appointments because my mum had to work and I'd been too anxious to take public transit.

Jackson taking care of me wasn't new. Jackson worrying about me wasn't new.

But Jackson missing me in a way that confused him? That felt different.

I thought about the summer when we were fifteen, when his parents had gone through their messy divorce and he'd spent most of July camping out in my basement, playing video games and pretending everything was fine. We'd fallen asleep watching movies more times than I could count, usually with me sprawled across the couch and him on the floor with a pillow stolen from the guest room.

Had I missed signals then? Had there been moments when the easy friendship between us had shifted into something more complicated?

Or was I just projecting because I was finally comfortable enough in my own skin to notice things I'd been too distracted to see before?

My phone buzzed again.

Jackson: seriously tho ignore all that. ill pretend it never happened if u will

night ari

And just like that, he was giving me an out. A way to pretend this conversation had never happened, to go back to whatever weird, careful dynamic we'd been dancing around all week.

I could text back something casual. Night Jackson, drink some water and take an aspirin. We could pretend this was just a drunk text between friends, nothing more complicated than that.

But the words he'd sent kept echoing in my mind. I miss how easy things used to be. But I also miss u now?

Miss me now. Like he was missing something that had never actually existed between us, something he was only just realising he wanted.

I sat up in bed, staring at my phone screen until the words blurred together. Jackson had been my constant for so long—the one person who'd never made me feel like I needed to be different or better or more normal. He'd been there through every awkward phase, every identity crisis, every moment of feeling like I didn't fit anywhere.

And now, just when I'd finally figured out who I was supposed to be, he was looking at me like I was someone new. Someone worth missing in a way that confused him.

The smart thing would be to text back something friendly and uncomplicated. The smart thing would be to have a conversation about boundaries and make sure we were both on the same page about what our friendship looked like going forward.

But it was nearly two in the morning, and I was tired of being smart about everything. Tired of carefully managing everyone's expectations and reactions to who I'd become.

So I didn't text him back.

I turned off my phone, shoved it in my bedside drawer, and tried to convince myself that some conversations were better left for daylight, when we could both pretend to be the rational, mature adults we were supposed to be.

But as I finally drifted off to sleep somewhere around three, all I could think about was the way Jackson had looked at me in the courtyard—like he was seeing someone who surprised him.

And how, for the first time since I'd known him, I had no idea what he was thinking.
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Chapter 5: Awkward
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Saturday afternoon found us clustered around a picnic table outside the student centre, taking advantage of the beautiful weather on this early day in Autumn. We weren’t sure how many warm days like this were left.

Chloe had organized the gathering with her usual efficiency, which meant there were actual snacks instead of just whatever stale chips someone had found in their backpack.

Jackson looked like death warmed over.

He'd shown up twenty minutes late wearing sunglasses despite the overcast sky, clutching a large coffee like it was his lifeline. His hair was doing that thing where it stuck up at odd angles, suggesting he'd either slept very badly or not at all.

"Rough night?" Tyler asked with the kind of grin that suggested he already knew the answer.

"Something like that," Jackson muttered, slumping onto the bench across from me. He still hadn't looked directly at me, which was telling.

"Please tell me you didn't spend Friday night doing problem sets," Chloe said, unwrapping what appeared to be homemade cookies. "That would be tragic even by engineering standards."

"Worse," Ben said. "He spent it at Murphy's with some guys from his calculus class. Apparently they have strong opinions about the proper way to solve differential equations."

"Alcohol and mathematics," I said dryly. "A combination that's never led to poor decision-making."

Jackson's shoulders tensed, and he took a long sip of his coffee without responding. The sunglasses made it impossible to read his expression, but his body language was screaming discomfort. At least he had a good poker face.

The conversation drifted to safer topics—upcoming assignments, weekend plans, the ongoing mystery of why the dining hall thought pineapple belonged on pizza. I participated when appropriate, but most of my attention was on Jackson, who was doing an impressive job of contributing to the group discussion while completely ignoring my existence. That was definitely unusual.

After about an hour, people started making excuses to leave. Tyler had a shift at his part-time job. Ben needed to call his girlfriend. Chloe claimed she had reading to catch up on, though I suspected she was just being tactful about the obvious tension.

"I should probably head out too," Jackson said, already half-standing.

"Actually," I said, surprising myself with my own boldness, "could we talk for a minute?"

He froze like I'd asked him to strip naked in the middle of campus. "I, uh... I should really—"

"Five minutes," I said firmly. "Please."

Chloe shot me a look that clearly said good luck with that before gathering her things and herding the others away with promises to text later. And then it was just Jackson and me, sitting across from each other at a picnic table, with nothing but the sound of distant traffic and his obvious discomfort filling the silence.

"So," I said finally. "About last night."

"Ugh, don't remind me." He pulled off his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes, revealing dark circles that suggested my theory about him not sleeping was correct. "I'm sorry, Ari. I was drunk and being an idiot. Just... forget I said anything, okay?"

"It's fine," I said, though things still didn’t feel that way. "I mean, everyone sends stupid texts when they're drunk. It happens."

"Right. Exactly. Stupid drunk texts that don't mean anything." He was nodding too enthusiastically, like he was trying to convince himself as much as me.

"Jackson." I waited until he looked at me properly, his eyes squinting slightly in the daylight. "What did you mean when you said you missed me?"

The question hung between us like a challenge. I watched his face cycle through several emotions—panic, embarrassment, something that might have been longing—before settling on a carefully neutral expression that didn't fool me for a second.

"I meant... you know. I missed hanging out. Like we used to."

"But we still hang out," I said, which was definitely true. Seeing as we were in each other’s presence, even at this very moment.

"Yeah, but it's different now," he said.

"Different how?" I asked.

He was quiet for so long I thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. "You're different now."

There it was. The thing we'd been dancing around for weeks.

"Different bad or different good?" I asked, though I wasn't sure I wanted to hear the answer.

"Different... I don't know. Just different." He stood up abruptly, shoving his sunglasses back on. "This is weird, Ari. This whole conversation is weird."

"It doesn't have to be weird. We're friends. We've always been able to talk about anything."

"That's the problem," he said, and something in his tone made my stomach drop. "We can't talk about everything anymore."

"Why not?"

But he was already backing away from the table, his coffee cup clutched in his hands like a shield. "I have to go. I promised my mom I'd help her with something this afternoon."

"Jackson, wait—"

"I'll see you later, okay? When things are... when I'm not so..." He gestured vaguely at his own dishevelled appearance. "Just... later."

And then he was gone, leaving me alone at the picnic table with half a packet of Chloe's cookies and a growing certainty that something fundamental had shifted between us.

I sat there for a long time, watching students walk past on their way to libraries and coffee shops and whatever Saturday afternoon adventures awaited them. The normal, uncomplicated adventures of people whose oldest friends didn't flee conversations like they were on fire.

Different, he'd said. Like the fact that I was finally comfortable in my own skin was somehow a problem that needed solving.

But the way he'd said it—the way his voice had cracked slightly on the word—didn't sound like disgust or disappointment. It sounded like confusion. Like he was grappling with something he didn't understand and didn't know how to name.

Two possibilities kept circling in my mind, neither of them particularly comforting.

Either Jackson was struggling with my transition more than he'd let on, and our friendship was collateral damage in his inability to accept who I'd become.

Or—and this was the possibility that made my chest feel tight and strange—Jackson was struggling with feelings that had nothing to do with disapproval and everything to do with seeing me as something more than just his oldest friend.

The first option would hurt, but at least it would be straightforward. The second option...

The second option would change everything.

I gathered my things and headed back to residence, Jackson's words echoing in my head. We can't talk about everything anymore.

Maybe not. But that didn't mean I was going to stop trying to figure out what, exactly, we couldn't talk about.

And why he seemed so terrified of the answer.
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Chapter 6: The Cottage
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Two weeks of radio silence from Jackson had confirmed my suspicions that whatever was happening between us was too complicated for casual conversation. I'd seen him exactly twice—once hurrying across campus with his head down, and once in the distance at the library, where he'd somehow managed to disappear before I could decide whether to approach him.

So when Chloe announced that her family's annual end-of-cottage-season invitation was extended to our whole group for reading week, I wasn't sure whether to be excited or terrified at the prospect of being trapped in close quarters with him for an entire weekend.

"It'll be just like old times," Chloe had said, practically bouncing with excitement. "Mom's already planning to make the ridiculous amount of food she always does, and Dad's got the boat ready for the trip up."

The cottage was accessible only by water—simply due to the fact that it was so remote and roads stopped existing beyond a certain point. It sat on a small island about twenty minutes by boat from the nearest marina, surrounded by pine trees and the kind of pristine lake water that looked like something from a postcard.

I'd been there countless times over the years, but never as Arielle. Never as someone who might be the subject of complicated feelings from her oldest friend.

The boat ride started normally enough. Jackson was there when we arrived at the marina, helping Tyler load coolers and duffel bags with the kind of easy camaraderie that made me wonder if I'd imagined the weirdness of the past few weeks. He was laughing at something Ben had said, his hair whipping in the morning breeze, looking more relaxed than I'd seen him since school started.

"Looking good, Jackson," Chloe called from the driver's seat as we pulled away from the dock. "Cottage life suits you already."

"Haven't even gotten there yet," he replied, but he was grinning as he said it.

I found myself studying his profile as we cut through the water, the way the morning light caught the edges of his smile. He seemed lighter somehow, like the distance from campus had lifted some invisible weight from his shoulders.

We didn't talk much during the ride—the boat engine was too loud for proper conversation, and anyway, Tyler and Ben were keeping up a running commentary about the other boats on the lake. But I caught Jackson glancing in my direction a few times, quick looks that he turned away from as soon as our eyes met.

The cottage looked exactly the same as it had the last time we'd been here, two summers ago. Weathered cedar siding, a wraparound porch with mismatched chairs, and Chloe's mom already waiting on the dock with the kind of smile that suggested she'd been baking since dawn.

"Arielle!" Mrs. Patterson swept me into a hug that smelled like vanilla and cinnamon. "Look at you, sweetheart. You're absolutely glowing!"

“Aw, thanks Mrs. Patterson!” I was so happy and eager to catch up with her this weekend. And what a relief it was to me, that she was so open and accepting.

I caught Jackson watching the interaction out of the corner of my eye, something unreadable in his expression.

The day passed in a blur of familiar rituals. Chloe's dad insisted on giving everyone the traditional tour, pointing out improvements he'd made since last year as if we hadn't all heard the same stories a dozen times before. Her mom produced an alarming quantity of food, despite our protests that we could cook for ourselves. Tyler and Ben immediately claimed the bunk beds in the loft, leaving Jackson and me to sort out the remaining sleeping arrangements in the basement. There were two separate bedrooms down there, so that’d be easy.

Dinner was a chaotic affair with Chloe's parents asking about university and our plans for the future, the kind of conversation that felt both familiar and surreal. Jackson was back to his normal self, telling stories about his engineering professors and laughing at Tyler's increasingly ridiculous jokes. If I hadn't spent the past two weeks analyzing every interaction we'd had, I might have thought things were completely back to normal.

But I had been analyzing, and I could see the way he was working a little too hard to seem relaxed, the way his laugh was just slightly too loud, the way he still wasn't quite meeting my eyes.

After dinner, Chloe's parents retreated to their room with promises to stay out of our way, and the group settled into the living room for what Tyler insisted would be an epic game of poker. I lasted exactly three hands before deciding that watching Ben lose his shirt to Chloe's superior bluffing skills wasn't how I wanted to spend the evening.

"I'm going to get some air," I announced, slipping out onto the porch.

The night was perfect—cool enough to be comfortable, but still warm enough that I only needed a light jacket. The lake stretched out like black glass, broken only by the occasional loon call echoing across the water.

I spent several minutes in bliss, enjoying the nature that surrounded me. I was enjoying the silence, when I heard the screen door creak behind me.

"Mind if I join you?" Jackson's voice seemed more muted than it had been all day.

"Of course not,” I replied. He was still my friend, after all.

He settled beside me on the steps, close enough that I could smell his cologne—the same one he'd been wearing since we were sixteen. For a moment, we just sat there listening to the gentle lap of water against the dock.

"I owe you an apology," he said finally.

"For what?"

"For being weird. For running away the other day. For... all of it, really." He was staring out at the water, his hands clasped between his knees. "I've been a terrible friend lately."

"You haven't been terrible," I said, though we both knew that wasn't entirely true.

"I have, though. And I'm sorry, Ari. You deserve better than me being a coward about... whatever this is."

"What is this, exactly?"

He was quiet for so long I thought he might not answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely audible over the sound of the water.

"I don't know. That's the problem."

I wanted to push, to demand a real explanation, but something in his tone stopped me. Instead, I said, "Want to walk down to the dock? It's prettier from there."

The dock extended about twenty feet into the lake, ending in a small platform where Chloe's family kept their canoe. We settled at the edge, our feet dangling in the surprisingly warm water, and for the first time in weeks, the silence between us felt comfortable again.

"Remember when we were kids," Jackson said, "and you used to dare me to jump off the end of this dock?"

"You were always too chicken," I replied, nudging his shoulder with mine.

"I was not! I was being sensible. That water's deep."

"Excuses, excuses," I teased back.

He laughed, and it was his real laugh this time, not the careful version he'd been using all day. "God, I missed this."

"Missed what?"

"Just... talking to you. Without everything being complicated."

I turned to look at him properly. In the moonlight, his profile was soft and familiar, the face I'd known for more than half my life. "It doesn't have to be complicated, you know."

"Doesn't it?" He turned to meet my eyes, and something in his expression made my breath catch. "Because I think it does, Ari. I think everything changed, and I don't know how to..."

He trailed off, but he didn't look away. We were sitting close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes, close enough that when he shifted slightly, our knees bumped together.

"Jackson," I started to say, but then he was leaning toward me, and my brain forgot how to form words.

The kiss was soft and tentative, like a question rather than a statement. His lips were warm and tasted faintly of the beer he'd had with dinner, and for a moment, the entire world narrowed down to just that single point of contact.

When he pulled back, we stared at each other in stunned silence. I could feel heat flooding my cheeks, could hear my heart hammering against my ribs.

"I..." he began, then stopped, looking as bewildered as I felt.

"Arielle! Jackson!" Chloe's voice carried across the water from the cottage. "You're missing Tyler's epic losing streak!"

We sprang apart like we'd been electrocuted, the spell broken by the reminder that we weren't alone in the world.

"We should..." Jackson gestured vaguely toward the cottage.

"Right. Yes. We should."

We walked back in silence, but it was a different kind of quiet than before. Electric. Charged with possibility and confusion and the memory of his lips against mine.

As we climbed the porch steps, Jackson caught my hand briefly, his fingers warm against mine.

"Ari," he said quietly, "we should probably..."

"Talk about it later," I finished, glancing toward the living room where our friends' laughter was spilling out into the night. "When we're not..."

"Right. Later."

But as we rejoined the group, sliding back into our chairs like nothing had happened, I couldn't stop smiling. And from the way Jackson kept glancing in my direction with that soft, surprised look on his face, I didn't think he could either.

Whatever was happening between us, whatever had been building for weeks, had finally found its way to the surface. I was glad to at least get some form of revelation.

Now we just had to figure out what to do about it.
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Chapter 7: The Basement
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By eleven-thirty, the cottage had settled into the kind of sleepy quiet that comes after a long day by the water. Chloe's parents had retreated to their room hours ago, and one by one, our friends had made their excuses and headed off to bed. Tyler and Ben had each claimed exhaustion from a lack of sleep and a long day, though I suspected perhaps it had something to do with them losing spectacularly at poker.

Chloe was the last to go, lingering in the living room with the transparent excuse of tidying up the snack bowls.

"You two don't have to help," she said, shooting meaningful looks between Jackson and me. "I've got this handled."

"Are you sure?" I asked, though I was already settling back into the couch cushions.

"Positive. Goodnight, guys!" She grinned and disappeared up the stairs, leaving Jackson and me alone in the basement living room with nothing but the soft glow of the table lamps and the distant sound of water lapping against the dock.

Jackson was perched on the edge of the coffee table, fidgeting with a deck of cards that Tyler had abandoned. The careful distance he'd been maintaining all evening felt suddenly ridiculous in the intimate space.

"So," he said, not looking up from the cards. "Want to stay up and play something? I mean, if you're not tired."

I wasn't tired. If anything, I was more awake than I'd been all day, my pulse still running quick from the memory of his lips against mine.

"What did you have in mind?" I asked.

"I... honestly have no idea." He looked up with a sheepish grin. "I just wasn't ready for the night to end."

"We could just talk," I suggested, curling my legs under me on the couch. "Like we used to."

"Right. Talk." He set the cards aside and moved to the couch, settling at the opposite end like he was afraid to get too close. "About... things."

"About the kiss, you mean." He began blushing immediately after hearing my statement.

The words hung in the air between us, impossible to take back. Jackson's eyes widened slightly, like he hadn't expected me to be so direct.

"Yeah," he said finally. "About the kiss."

"What did it mean to you?"

He was quiet for a long moment, staring at his hands. "I don't know. That's the honest answer—I don't know what any of this means." He looked up at me, and there was something vulnerable in his expression that made my chest tight. "All I know is that I've been thinking about you differently, and it's been driving me crazy because you're my best friend and I don't want to mess that up."

"Differently how?"

"Like..." He ran a hand through his hair, clearly struggling with the words. "Like maybe I've been missing something obvious for years. Like maybe the reason I've never been serious about anyone else is because I was comparing them all to you."

My heart did something complicated in my chest. "Jackson..."

"And then you transitioned, and suddenly you were just... yourself. Really yourself. And I looked at you and thought, oh. Oh, this is what I've been waiting for." He let out a shaky laugh. "Which sounds insane when I say it out loud."

"It doesn't sound insane." I mean, it sounded a little strange to hear spoken aloud, for me, too. But it sounded possible, at least.

"No?"

"No." I shifted closer on the couch, close enough that our knees were almost touching. "It sounds like you've been figuring something out about yourself."

"Maybe. Yeah. I think so." His eyes searched my face. "What about you? How do you... what do you think about all this?" He seemed to be feeling a little more nervous again.

I considered the question, trying to put into words feelings I was only just beginning to understand myself. "I think I've been so focused on becoming who I'm supposed to be that I never stopped to consider who I might want to be with. But if I'm being honest? The person I've always felt safest with, the person who's made me feel most like myself, has always been you. So it feels... kind of natural, actually."

Something shifted in his expression, hope mixed with relief mixed with something that looked like hunger.

"So when I kissed you..." he said softly.

"It felt right," I finished. "Scary, but right."

We were sitting close enough now that I could again see the flecks of gold in his brown eyes, could count his eyelashes if I wanted to. The space between us felt charged, electric with possibility.

"Can I..." he started, then stopped, swallowing hard.

"Yes," I said, even though he hadn't finished the question.

This kiss was different from the one on the dock. Less tentative, more certain. His hand came up to cup my cheek, and I melted into the touch, into the warmth of his mouth against mine.

When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard.

"Okay," I said, a little breathlessly. "Okay, that was..."

"Yeah."

And then we were kissing again, and this time I didn't think about what it meant or what would happen tomorrow. I just thought about the way he tasted, the way his hands felt tangled in my hair, the way he made this soft sound when I nipped at his lower lip.

We shifted on the couch until I was practically in his lap, our mouths moving together with increasing urgency. His hands were everywhere—stroking my back, threading through my hair, tracing the line of my jaw. I felt drunk on the sensation, on the knowledge that Jackson wanted me like this, that all those careful looks and awkward conversations had been leading here.

When we finally broke apart, his forehead was resting against mine, both of us panting slightly. His thumb traced along my cheekbone, and the tenderness of the gesture made my heart stutter.

"God," I said, trying to catch my breath. "I don't know how I'm ever going to get to bed now."

A slow smirk spread across his face, and something in his expression made my pulse skip. "Here," he said, standing and extending his hand to me. "Come with me."

Before I could process what he was asking, before I could think about implications or consequences, he was pulling me to my feet, his fingers warm and sure around mine.

"Jackson..." I started, but he was already leading me to the bedroom where he'd left his things. His hand was still wrapped around mine, and I could feel the slight tremor in his fingers that suggested he was just as nervous as I was.

He paused at the door, turning to look at me with a question in his eyes.

I answered by squeezing his hand.

The door closed behind us with the softest click, and suddenly we were alone in the moonlit room, the weight of everything we'd been dancing around for weeks finally settling between us.

Whatever happened next, there would be no pretending this was just friendship anymore.
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Chapter 8: Room
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The room was bathed in a soft, silvery light filtering through the sole window, casting long shadows that danced across the walls. Jackson's hand was still wrapped tightly around mine, his grip both reassuring and electric. The air was thick with anticipation, every breath feeling heavier, more meaningful.

Jackson turned to face me, his eyes searching mine for any hint of hesitation. He found none. With a slow, deliberate movement, he leaned in, his lips brushing against mine with a gentleness that belied the intensity building between us. This kiss was different—deeper, more exploratory. His hands moved to my waist, pulling me closer until our bodies pressed against each other, the heat of his touch seeping through my clothes. It felt as though his hands were on fire.

I let out a soft moan, my hands tangling in his hair, pulling him closer still. Our mouths moved in sync, tongues dancing, teeth nipping gently. The room seemed to spin as I lost myself in the sensation, in the taste of him, the feel of his body against mine. His hands roamed, tracing the curve of my spine, the swell of my hips, each touch sending shivers down my back. I’d never been kissed like this before. It was all the things I’d ever dreamed of.

We stumbled towards the bed, our lips never parting, our breaths mingling. Jackson's hands found the hem of my shirt, pulling it over my head in a swift, fluid motion. I mirrored his actions, my fingers fumbling with the buttons of his shirt, eager to feel his skin against mine. His chest was warm and solid, his heart beating a rapid staccato against my palm.

He pushed me gently onto the bed, his body covering mine, his weight a comforting anchor. Our kisses grew more urgent, more desperate. His lips trailed down my neck, nibbling and sucking, leaving a path of fire in their wake. I could only hope he wasn’t leaving any hickies. I arched against him, my body aching for more. His hands explored, cupping my chest, his thumbs circling my nipples through the thin fabric of my bra, sending jolts of pleasure straight to my core.

I pushed him back, needing to take control. I straddled him, my knees on either side of his hips, my hands roaming his chest, his abs, every ripple and plane of muscle. He watched me, his eyes flush with desire, his breath coming in ragged gasps. I leaned down, my lips capturing his in a fierce kiss, my tongue exploring his mouth, my teeth nipping at his lower lip.

His hands gripped my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh, urging me closer. I could feel his hardness pressing against me, and I ground against him, a low moan escaping my lips. He felt large. I’d never seen, or felt Jackson’s dick before. Not until now. And he felt so big that it made me more than a little nervous!

His head fell back, his eyes closed, a look of pure ecstasy on his face. I trailed kisses down his neck, my hands working to unbutton his pants, eager to feel all of him.

I pushed his pants down, my lips following the trail of dark hair that led to his cock. I took him in my hand, stroking gently, feeling him pulse against my palm. I looked up at him, a wicked smile playing on my lips. "Maybe I shouldn't," I thought to myself, but the look in his eyes, the way his body responded to my touch, spurred me on. It was much too late to stop.

I leaned down, taking him into my mouth, my tongue swirling around the sensitive head. He let out a low groan, his hands tangling in my hair, guiding me. I took him deeper, my head bobbing up and down, my hand stroking what my mouth couldn't reach. His hips bucked, his body tensing as I brought him closer and closer to the edge.

Just as I thought he was about to lose control, he pulled me up, his lips capturing mine in a fierce, hungry kiss. "Arielle," he gasped, his voice hoarse with desire. "That was... incredible."

I grinned against his lips, a sense of satisfaction washing over me. "Glad you think so," I said, my voice husky with lust.

I was glad, in a way, that he’d stopped me. I wasn’t sure how far I was ready to take this. None of this had been planned.

For hours and hours, we snuggled. Cuddled and giggled together, having what amounted to such an intimate, private moment. My first-ever sexual experience.

And thankfully, it was just as low-pressure as I’d hoped. Neither of us felt any form of shame. Just joy. Plain, simple, beautiful joy.
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Chapter 9: Secret Arrangements
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The transition back to campus life after reading week felt like stepping out of a dream and into harsh fluorescent reality. One day I was waking up in Jackson's arms at the cottage, and the next I was back in my tiny dorm room listening to Marcus explain the finer points of thermodynamics to someone on the phone at seven in the morning.

It had been three days since we'd returned, and I hadn't spoken to Jackson alone once.

Not for lack of trying, mind you. But between his engineering lab schedule and my seminar-heavy course load, plus the seemingly magnetic presence of our friends whenever we were in the same vicinity, finding a private moment had proved impossible. Tyler and Ben had been particularly clingy, apparently suffering from some kind of post-cottage separation anxiety that required constant group hangouts.

Which meant I'd had three days to convince myself that Jackson had probably come to his senses about whatever had happened between us. Three days to imagine him regretting the whole thing, writing it off as a reading week anomaly that was best forgotten.

By Thursday afternoon, I was prepared for the worst.

So when he texted me to meet him on the third floor of the library—the quiet floor where people actually went to study instead of socialize—I'd mentally rehearsed at least five different versions of the "it was a mistake" conversation.

I found him at a corner table, surrounded by engineering textbooks and looking frustratingly attractive in a simple grey sweater that brought out his eyes. He glanced up when I approached, and his face broke into a smile that made my carefully prepared speeches evaporate.

"Hey," he said, quietly, standing to pull out a chair for me. "Thanks for coming."

"Of course." I settled into the chair, hyper aware of how close we were sitting, of the way his knee brushed against mine under the table. "How's the re-entry to academic reality treating you?"

"Brutal," he said with a laugh. "Professor McKinnon decided we needed a 'welcome back' assignment that's basically designed to crush our souls. What about you? Surviving the Victorian literature trenches?"

"Barely. Apparently a week away from Dickens counts as abandonment in Professor Williams' mind."

We fell into easy conversation about classes and professors and the general absurdity of post-reading week assignments, but I could feel an undercurrent of tension humming between us. Jackson kept glancing around the library like he was checking for familiar faces, and his fingers drummed against the table in a way that suggested he had more on his mind than coursework.

Finally, during a lull in conversation about the merits of George Eliot, he leaned forward slightly.

"So," he said, his voice dropping to just above a whisper. "We should probably talk about what happened."

Here it comes, I thought. The gentle letdown. The "it was nice but complicated" speech.

"Right," I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. "Look, Jackson, if you've changed your mind about things, I understand. Reading week was... intense. Sometimes things happen in the moment that don't make sense in real life."

He stared at me for a moment, then let out a quiet laugh that sounded almost relieved.

"Is that what you think? That I've changed my mind?"

"Haven't you?" I semi-whispered back.

"Ari." He reached across the table and caught my hand, his thumb tracing across my knuckles. "The only thing I've been thinking about for the past three days is when I could get you alone again so I could do this."

He lifted my hand and pressed a soft kiss to my palm, right there in the middle of the library, and I felt heat shoot straight through me.

"Oh," I managed, my voice slightly strangled. What was he doing to me? I’d never felt anything like this before. And I didn’t know how to handle it.

"I don't want to stop seeing you," he said quietly. "I don't want to pretend that what happened was just a reading week thing. I want to take you out properly. I want to figure out what this is between us."

The relief was so intense I felt dizzy. "Really?"

"Really." His eyes were warm and sure, and I could see none of the confusion or panic that had characterized our interactions before the cottage. "The only reason I haven't said anything before now is because Tyler has apparently appointed himself my shadow, and Ben keeps showing up at my dorm like he has some kind of sixth sense."

"They have been particularly clingy lately," I agreed.

"Right? And look, I love them, but they're also incredibly nosy and would probably want to throw us some kind of celebration party the minute they found out." He grinned. "I'd rather keep this between us for now. Figure out what we're doing before we have to deal with their commentary."

"You mean keep it secret?"

"Not secret exactly. Just... private. Until we know if this is something serious enough to warrant their inevitable teasing and unsolicited relationship advice."

I considered this. The idea of keeping Jackson to myself for a while, of having something that was just ours without outside opinions and expectations, was actually quite appealing.

"I can handle private," I said. "Besides, can you imagine Chloe's reaction? She'd probably start planning our wedding before our first official date."

"Exactly." He squeezed my hand. "So what do you say? Want to see where this goes?"

"I thought that was obvious from the fact that I spent three days hoping you hadn't come to your senses."

His smile was soft and relieved and made him look devastatingly handsome. "Good. Because I was starting to worry you might be having second thoughts."

"Not even close."

"So." He leaned back in his chair, still holding my hand across the table. "When are you free for a proper date? Dinner somewhere that isn't the campus food court?"

I pulled out my phone to check my schedule, trying to ignore the way my pulse had kicked up at the word 'date.' "I'm free Saturday night. No early Sunday classes to worry about."

"Perfect. I know a place downtown—Italian, candlelit, the works. Very un-cottage-like."

"Sounds perfect."

"It's a date then." He brought my hand to his lips again, pressing another soft kiss to my knuckles. "Our little secret."

"Deal," I said, and meant it completely.

As we gathered our books and prepared to leave—separately, to avoid suspicion—I felt lighter than I had in days. Jackson wanted this. Wanted me. And for now, that was enough.

The rest could wait until we figured out exactly what "this" was going to become.
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Chapter 10: The Big Date
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Saturday evening couldn't come fast enough. I'd changed outfits three times before settling on a navy dress that was nice enough for dinner but not so formal that I looked like I was trying too hard. The last thing I wanted was to give Jackson the impression that I was taking this more seriously than our "let's see where this goes" agreement.

Though if I was being honest with myself, I was already taking it pretty seriously.

I met him outside my dorm at seven, and the sight of him in dark jeans and a button-down shirt made my stomach do that familiar flip. He'd clearly put thought into his appearance too—his hair was styled just so, and he smelled like that cologne that had been driving me crazy since the cottage.

"You look beautiful," he said, reaching for my hand as we walked toward the street where our Uber was waiting.

"You clean up pretty well yourself," I replied, squeezing his fingers.

The restaurant he'd chosen was perfect—small and intimate, with exposed brick walls and candlelit tables that created exactly the romantic atmosphere he'd promised. We were seated in a corner booth that felt wonderfully private, and I couldn't help but smile at how different this was from our usual campus hangouts.

"This is nice," I said, looking around appreciatively. "Very un-food court."

"I thought you might appreciate actual tablecloths," Jackson grinned, flagging down our server. "And wine that doesn't come from a box."

We ordered a bottle of red wine to share and spent several minutes debating the appetizer menu. Jackson insisted we get the bruschetta and the calamari, claiming we needed to "properly explore our options," which made me laugh.

"You're very serious about your appetizer strategy," I teased.

"Food is important, Ari. This is our first real date—I want to make sure you're properly fed."

"Such a gentleman."

Once our wine arrived and we'd placed our order, the conversation flowed as easily as it always did between us, but with an added layer of flirtation that hadn't been there before. Jackson kept finding excuses to touch my hand across the table, and I found myself leaning forward more than necessary, drawn to the warmth in his eyes.

"Okay, confession time," I said after we'd polished off the bruschetta. "I was terrified you were going to change your mind about this."

"About dinner?"

"About us. About wanting to see where this goes." I took a sip of wine, feeling brave. "I kept imagining you having some kind of post-cottage crisis and deciding it was all a mistake. Even after our last chat."

Jackson's expression softened. "Ari, look at me." He waited until I met his eyes. "The only crisis I had was figuring out how to get you alone again without Tyler staging some kind of intervention about my mysterious behavior."

"Has he been suspicious?"

"He asked me yesterday if I was 'acting weird' and if it had anything to do with a girl." Jackson laughed. "I told him I was just stressed about McKinnon's assignment, but I don't think he bought it."

"We're going to have to tell them eventually."

"Eventually," he agreed. "But not tonight. Tonight is just about us."

Our entrees arrived—chicken parmesan for me, seafood risotto for him—and we spent the next hour talking about everything and nothing. Jackson told me about his internship applications and his anxiety about post-graduation plans. I confessed my secret dream of maybe trying to write something besides academic papers someday. We debated movies, swapped childhood stories, and flirted shamelessly over tiramisu.

"I have to ask," I said as we were finishing dessert, "what made you choose engineering? You never really talk about why you picked it."

"Honestly? I like building things. Solving problems. There's something satisfying about taking something complicated and figuring out how to make it work." He paused, then grinned. "Plus, my dad's an engineer, so there was definitely some family influence there."

"Oh, I forgot that!” I admitted. “Following in the family footsteps, are we?"

"Something like that. What about you and literature? Besides the obvious fact that you're brilliant at it."

I felt myself blush. "I love stories. I love the way words can make you feel things, you know? Like how Dickens can make you care about characters who exist only on paper, or how Virginia Woolf can capture something as fleeting as a moment of consciousness and make it feel eternal."

Jackson was watching me intently, and there was something in his expression that made my heart skip.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing. I just... I love listening to you talk about things you're passionate about. Your whole face lights up."

Now I was definitely blushing. "You're making me self-conscious."

"Good. I like making you blush."

The flirtation in his voice sent heat through me, and I had to take a sip of wine to steady myself.

"So," Jackson said, signaling for the check, "I have a proposition."

"Oh?"

"My parents are out of town this weekend. Gone until Monday." He paid the bill and looked at me with an expression that was equal parts hopeful and nervous. "Want to come back to my place? We could watch a movie, have some wine, just... spend more time together."

My pulse quickened. The cottage had been spontaneous, unplanned. This felt more intentional, and somehow that made it both more exciting and more nerve-wracking.

"I'd like that," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

His smile was radiant. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

We walked outside hand in hand, and Jackson called an Uber while I tried to calm my racing heart. The evening air was cool against my skin, and I was grateful for the excuse to stand closer to Jackson while we waited.

"Nervous?" he asked quietly, his thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand.

"A little," I admitted. "Good nervous, though."

"Good nervous I can work with," Jackson smiled.

The car arrived within minutes, and during the short ride to Jackson's house, I found myself very aware of his presence beside me—the way his knee pressed against mine, the warmth of his hand still holding mine, the subtle scent of his cologne.

His house was in one of the nicer neighbourhoods near campus, a two-story colonial that spoke of comfortable family life. Jackson led me inside, flipping on lights as we went.

"Can I get you something to drink? Wine, water, coffee?"

"Wine sounds good."

He disappeared into the kitchen, and I took the opportunity to look around the living room. Family photos lined the mantle, and I could see Jackson in various stages of growing up—gap-toothed in little league uniforms, awkward in high school graduation photos, confident and handsome in more recent pictures.

"Found some family embarrassment, did you?" Jackson's voice came from behind me, and I turned to find him holding two glasses of red wine.

"Just getting to know younger Jackson," I said, accepting my glass. "You were so adorable."

"Adorable. Every guy's dream description."

"I prefer my men adorable," I said, then immediately felt my cheeks heat at the casual way I'd said 'my men.'

But Jackson just stepped closer, setting his wine glass on the coffee table. "Your men, huh?" He seemed to really enjoy that comment.

"You know what I meant."

"I think I do." His voice had dropped to that low register that did things to my insides. "And I like the sound of it."

He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, and the simple gesture sent shivers down my spine. We were standing so close now that I could see a reflection of myself in his eyes.

"Ari," he said softly.

"Yeah?" I responded.

"I really want to kiss you right now."

"What's stopping you?"

That was all the invitation he needed. His lips found mine, soft and warm and perfect, and I melted into him. This kiss was different from the desperate passion of the cottage—slower, more deliberate, like we had all the time in the world to explore each other.

His hands settled on my waist, pulling me closer, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, my fingers threading through his hair. We kissed until I was breathless, until my wine glass was forgotten on the table beside his, until the rest of the world faded away entirely.

When we finally broke apart, Jackson rested his forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard.

"That was worth waiting three days for," he murmured.

"Just three days?"

"Okay, worth waiting much longer than that." Just what I’d wanted to hear.

I smiled and pulled him back down for another kiss, losing myself in the taste of wine on his lips and the feeling of being exactly where I belonged.
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Chapter 11: Undone
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"Fuck, Arielle," Jackson growled, his voice low and rough as his hands gripped her hips, guiding her body back onto him with each thrust. "You feel so good like this!"

Arielle moaned, her fingers clawing at the sheets beneath her as she arched her back, pressing herself further onto him. The navy dress she’d worn for their date was bunched up around her waist now, the fabric clinging to her skin with sweat. Jackson’s fingers tangled in her auburn hair, tugging gently but firmly as he leaned over her, his breath hot against her neck.

"And you look so fucking hot in this dress," he murmured, his lips brushing her ear. "But I think it’s about to get ruined."

She gasped as he pulled her hair again, the sensation sending a jolt of pleasure straight to her core. "Jackson, I—" she started, but the words dissolved into a moan as he pressed deeper, hitting that spot inside her that made her vision blur.

They’d moved from the living room to his bedroom after what felt like hours of kissing, touching, and teasing. The wine was long forgotten, abandoned on the coffee table alongside their good intentions. Jackson had led her upstairs, his hands never leaving her body, his lips never straying far from hers. When they’d reached his room, he’d pushed her against the door, his mouth claiming hers in a kiss that left her breathless and aching for more.

"Take it off," he’d whispered against her lips, his fingers already tugging at the straps of her dress. She was going to oblige him. Arielle wanted to be his good girl. But instead, he’d changed his mind.

“No, wait... I have another idea.”

He’d taken a step back, his gaze raking over her, and the hunger in his eyes had made her shiver. Then, he reached for her hand, pulled her towards his bed, and bent her over, still in her same navy dress.

“Now, behave yourself and stay still,” Jackson said. Before Arielle could even respond, she was silenced by a surprisingly firm spank, as he struck her bottom, over her dress. Her breath caught and she breathed deeper. She was eager to submit to him.

Now, bent over his bed, she felt the heat of his body pressing into hers, his hands roaming over her curves, leaving trails of fire in their wake. Soon, Jackson was hiking her dress up. Further and further up her legs, until her ass began to be exposed.

Arielle blushed. “Jackson, I...” she started, only to be interrupted by him.

“Shhh, it’s okay. Just tell me if something is too much.” He said, nodding to make sure she understood. Arielle did.

Before long, he was squeezing at her bare bottom. It was clear. He wanted to make Arielle his tonight.

Next, he was unbuckling his belt, and slowly removing his pants. Arielle could hardly wait, as the seconds ticked by agonizingly slowly.

Then, Arielle felt it. He reached between her legs, grabbing at the back of Arielle’s thong. Soon, he had it pulled to the side. She knew exactly what this meant.

“Are you, are you sure?” Arielle asked.

“Yes, absolutely.” Jackson stated calmly and confidently. “And don’t worry. I bought some lube, just for this.” Before long, it was clear that he was lubing up behind her. Arielle was almost scared to look.

“Okay, but only if you’re ready,” Arielle said.

“Almost,” Jackson smiled, as he began applying some lube to Arielle as well. He had briefly let go of her panties, but they were pulled to the side, once again.

Now, with him and her lubed, she could tell he was stroking himself to warm up.

“Ready?” he teased, getting closer. He positioned himself directly behind Arielle.

“Y-yes sir,” Arielle responded, face turning red.

Jackson started slow, calling her a good girl all the while. Gently, he inserted himself. Little by little. He knew it might take some getting used to, for both of them.

Slowly, Jackson increased the depth. Arielle’s subtle moans filled the room. Then, once she proved she could handle it, Jackson gradually increased the pace.

Soon enough, he was bucking his hips harder.

The sound of skin against skin filled the room, punctuated by their breathless moans and the creak of the bedsprings. Jackson’s grip on her hips tightened as he thrust into her again, harder this time, and Arielle cried out, her nails digging into the sheets.

“Oh yes!” she cried. Then, Arielle surprised even herself.

"Harder," she begged, her voice breaking. "Please, Jackson—"

He obliged without hesitation, his rhythm becoming more frantic, more desperate. Each thrust drove her closer to the edge, her body trembling with the need for release. Jackson’s hands manhandled Arielle’s hips. She didn’t think she could move anywhere, even if she wanted to.

Arielle’s breath hitched, and she felt herself tightening around him, her orgasm building like a tidal wave.

"I’m close," she gasped, her voice barely audible over the sound of their bodies moving together. "Jackson, I’m so close—"

"Come for me," he urged, his voice rough with desire. "Let me feel you, Arielle."

His words were all it took to send her over the edge. Her body convulsed, pleasure ripping through her in white-hot waves as she cried out his name. Jackson groaned, his hips stuttering as he followed her over, spilling himself all over Arielle’s back, legs, and ass with a shuddering breath.

For a moment, they stayed like that, frozen in the aftermath, the only sound in the room their ragged breathing. Then Jackson slowly pulled back, his hands lingering on her hips as he placed a soft kiss on the back of Arielle’s neck.

"You okay?" he asked, his voice gentle now, a stark contrast to the rough urgency of moments before.

Arielle nodded, turning her head to look at him over her shoulder. "More than okay," she whispered, a small smile playing on her lips. "That was..."

"Incredible," Jackson finished for her, his grin mirroring hers. He helped her up, his hands still trembling slightly from the intensity of it all. Arielle leaned into him, her body still humming with the aftershocks of pleasure.

"Your dress," Jackson said, gesturing to the crumpled fabric now stained with evidence of their passion. "I really hope I didn’t ruin it."

Arielle laughed, a light, breathless sound that made Jackson’s heart swell. "Maybe,” she shrugged. “But it was worth it," she said, pressing a kiss to his chest. "Definitely worth it."

Neither had ever felt happier.
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Chapter 12: After Care
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The room was quiet now, filled only with the soft sound of our breathing gradually returning to normal. Jackson's arm was wrapped around me as we lay tangled in his sheets, my head resting on his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

"Stay right here," he murmured, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of my head. "I'll be right back."

He slipped away for a moment, and I heard the soft sound of running water from his ensuite bathroom. When he returned, he had a warm washcloth and that tender expression that made my heart flutter.

"Let me take care of you," he said softly, his touch gentle and caring as he helped clean me up. There was something so intimate about the way he looked after me, his movements careful and reverent, as if I were something precious.

"Better?" he asked, tossing the washcloth aside and pulling me back into his arms.

"Perfect," I whispered, settling against his chest again.

He reached over to grab one of his t-shirts from the nightstand. "Here, put this on. You'll be more comfortable."

I slipped into the soft cotton shirt, which fell to mid-thigh and smelled wonderfully like him. Jackson pulled on a pair of boxers and then we were back in each other's arms, skin warm against skin, hearts still racing slightly from everything that had just happened between us.

"Ari," Jackson said quietly, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on my arm. "Are you okay? Really okay?"

I lifted my head to look at him, seeing the genuine concern in his eyes along with something deeper – something that looked a lot like wonder.

"I'm more than okay," I said, reaching up to trace the line of his jaw. "That was... incredible doesn't even begin to cover it."

His smile was soft and relieved. "I've never felt anything like that before," he admitted. "With anyone."

"Neither have I." I settled back against him, marveling at how right this felt – being here in his arms, in his bed, in this moment that felt like it could stretch on forever.

We lay in comfortable silence for a while, just holding each other, processing what had just shifted between us. This felt like more than just physical intimacy – it felt like we'd crossed some invisible threshold into something deeper, something real.

"Can I tell you something?" Jackson asked eventually, his voice quiet in the darkness.

"Anything."

"I was terrified tonight was going to be awkward. That we'd overthink everything and ruin what we had."

I laughed softly. "I was worried about the same thing. I kept thinking about how different this was from the cottage, how much more intentional it felt."

"And?"

"And I was right – it was different. But in the best possible way." I pressed a kiss to his collarbone. "It felt like... like we were choosing each other. Really choosing this."

His arms tightened around me. "We are choosing this. I am, anyway. I want to keep choosing you, Ari."

The certainty in his voice made my chest warm. "I want that too. All of it – more dates, more nights like this, more of whatever this is becoming."

"Even if it means dealing with Tyler's inevitable 'I knew it!' speech when we finally tell them?"

I groaned dramatically. "God, he's going to be so smug. And Chloe's going to want every single detail."

"Ben's going to ask if we're getting married," Jackson added with a laugh. "He has no concept of relationship pacing."

"Maybe we should practice our 'we're taking things slow' faces."

"While lying in bed together wearing minimal clothing?"

"Details," I said airily, making him laugh.

Jackson's thumb brushed across my cheek. "Seriously though, when do you want to tell them? I know we said we wanted to keep this private for a while, but..."

"But it feels different now," I finished. "Bigger. Like something worth celebrating instead of something to hide."

"Exactly. I don't want to hide this anymore. I want to take you out in public, hold your hand on campus, not have to pretend we're just friends when all I want to do is kiss you."

The thought of being openly together, of not having to sneak around or pretend, filled me with warmth. "Maybe we give it another week? Let ourselves get used to this first, and then deal with the chaos of our friends finding out?"

"A week sounds perfect. That gives us time for at least two more dates before Tyler starts planning our engagement party."

"Only two more dates?" I teased. "What kind of boyfriend are you?"

The word slipped out before I could stop it, and we both went quiet. Boyfriend. It hung in the air between us, heavy with implication.

"Is that..." Jackson started, then stopped. "Are we... is that what we're doing here?"

I felt my cheeks warm, but I didn't want to take it back. "I don't know. Are we?"

He was quiet for a moment, and I could practically hear him thinking. Then he tilted my chin up so I was looking at him, his expression serious but warm.

"Arielle, I know we said we wanted to see where this goes, but I think I already know where I want it to go." His thumb traced across my lower lip. "I want you to be my girlfriend. I want this to be real, official, all of it."

My heart did that fluttering thing again, the same way it had in the library when he'd first said he wanted to figure out what this was between us. Except now we were figuring it out, and the answer was somehow even better than I'd hoped.

"I want that too," I said softly. "I want to be your girlfriend, Jackson."

His smile was radiant, and he pulled me up for a kiss that tasted like promises and new beginnings.

"So it's official then," he said against my lips. "You're mine and I'm yours."

"Official," I agreed, feeling giddy with happiness.

We settled back into each other's arms, and I felt a contentment I'd never experienced before. Everything about this felt right – the way our bodies fit together, the easy conversation, the comfortable silences, the way Jackson's hand kept finding mine even in sleep.

"Ari?" Jackson's voice was drowsy now, heavy with the approaching slumber.

"Yeah?"

"Thank you for taking a chance on this. On us."

I pressed a kiss to his chest, right over his heart. "Thank you for being worth the chance."

As I drifted off to sleep in Jackson's arms, I thought about how much had changed in just a few weeks. From study partners to cottage companions to secret almost-lovers to this – lying in his bed as his official girlfriend, looking forward to a future that suddenly seemed bright with possibility.

Tomorrow we'd go back to being careful around our friends, to stolen glances and secret smiles. But we'd also start planning our next real date, and the one after that. We'd start building something together, something that was ours.

And in a week, we'd tell our stupid, wonderful friends, and they’d lie and say they knew all along – and that we were perfect for each other.

I fell asleep smiling, Jackson's arms around me and his heart beating steadily beneath my cheek, both of us ready for whatever came next.
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