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To those who always feel a step behind.

It’s okay to take the scenic route.
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One

ETHAN

It used to be that when I looked in the mirror, all I saw was a failure.

Someone insecure.

Someone afraid of the unknown.

Someone with no goals. No aspirations. No motivation because anxiety suffocated them like a thick piece of barbed wire wrapped around their throat.

It started in high school when I joined varsity football with my best friend, Cameron. I was talented but Cameron was better, and before each game, I’d think of all the plays I’d inevitably fuck up, disappointing the hundreds of people on the bleachers. That would lead to me sneaking off to the locker room to hang my head between my knees with my throat feeling like it was closing and my heart racing a million beats per minute.

Now, seven years later, anxiety has become an old friend—one that only comes around once in a while to remind me that even if I think we’re growing apart, it’ll never truly leave. But it’s the start of my junior year in college, and I’m determined to make something of myself no matter how daunting the task may seem.

After community college, I decided to take a gap year, start over somewhere new, and create a fresh beginning for myself here at State. What else was I supposed to do after my extracurriculars were out of the way and I still had no clue what I wanted to do with my life? Cameron is starting his senior year now, basically a shoo-in for the NFL when he graduates, and my little sister, Maddie, is a sophomore studying to become a fucking doctor. And I’m … well, I’m unpacking boxes in my new dorm room with a knot in my stomach and clammy hands because I can’t help wondering what the hell I’m doing here.

Attending Arizona State University seemed like the right thing at first. Continuing my education was a logical move, but now that I’m here, the mind that’s supposed to propel me forward is doing the opposite.

Do you actually think you can graduate?

Why would you succeed at this when you’ve royally sucked at everything else?

You lost your virginity to the girl of your dreams, and she still didn’t want to date you.

You’re a loser.

A weak, spineless—

No. I refuse to fall back into that mindset when I’ve worked so hard over the past year to change my perspective. I’m taking medication now. I’ve gone through countless counseling sessions to create a better mental space, and this is the year I’ll find my life’s purpose. I’m making it my mission to accomplish that, and thinking negatively won’t help.

“Are you Ethan?”

Lifting my eyes from the box I’ve been staring into for the past ten minutes, I see a tall, lanky guy about my age poking his head around the plastic bin he’s holding. He’s got a goofy smile on his face and he’s wearing braces, which makes me smile back because it reminds me of Cameron when he was younger.

“Yeah, man. And I’m assuming you’re Leonardo?”

He cringes. “Leo. Just Leo. Leonardo makes me seem like even more of a nerd than I already am.” Setting the bin on the twin bed across from mine, he adds, “Hope you’re okay with Star Wars posters, because those babies are packed in here.” He pats the bin for emphasis.

I shrug and reach into my box to pull out a stack of video games. “So long as you’re okay with me having these.”

“Dude. Is that the new Cowboy Slayer that came out last month?” His bin is forgotten as he closes the distance between us to look at the other titles in my hands. “Oh, we’re going to be great roommates.”

The knot in my stomach loosens slightly.

At least one thing worked out in my favor today.

Leo is talkative as hell while we unpack the rest of our things. He reveals that he’s part of the AV club here, which fits the bill given his button-up polo with outlines of various radios and laptops on it. Black-rimmed glasses stand out starkly against his pale, freckled skin. He’s quirky, but at least we’re into the same things.

Leo rambles on about his love for anime while I send a quick text to my parents to let them know I’m settled in. They wanted to help, but I preferred they didn’t. I love my parents, but they can be overdramatic about these kinds of things. My mom is the type who’d bake a batch of cookies and deliver them to everyone on the floor, and my dad would tell embarrassing childhood stories about me to my new roommate.

It’s not until I’m putting the sheets on my mattress that I hear a familiar throaty laugh. It’s a sound I’ve memorized by heart. A laugh that no matter how hard I’ve tried to forget over the past five months, I just can’t. The way it sounded pressed against my ear, and the little gasps that followed. Those sounds have haunted me every night since the best one of my life, and I’m still wondering why everything fell apart so damn quickly afterward.

I know, without a shadow of a doubt, who is about to pass by my wide-open door.

Maya Garcia, the woman of my dreams, saunters down the hallway with three other girls glued to her side. Those honey-brown eyes lock on mine, and she freezes on the spot, one of the girls running into her back at the abruptness. Her full, pink lips pop open in surprise before she swallows thickly and says to the girls, “I’ll catch up with you guys in a few, okay?”

They scurry off giggling when I join her in the hallway, shutting the door and leaving a confused Leo behind.

Coming to State wasn’t only a way for me to do something with my life, but it was also a way to escape my small town of Wickenburg, which is home to every memory I have of her. It’s a small enough place that everyone knows everyone, and my anxiety was only heightened whenever I went to the store, the coffee shop, the movies. I didn’t want to run into her, and although State is only an hour away, I thought it’d be enough distance to escape her.

But now she’s here.

Right in front of me.

“How have you been?” she asks, shifting awkwardly. I lift a brow, but before I reply, she says, “That was a stupid thing to ask. Sorry.”

My eyes flick to the way she chews on her bottom lip, wishing I was the one doing it instead. In fact, I remember doing that five months ago.

A thousand questions are on the tip of my tongue, but I ignore them and go for something safer. “I thought you were in the cosmetology program?” We went to the same community college before this, and I assumed she’d be off gathering clientele after graduating from the program, not transferring to the same four-year university as me. She already accomplished what she set out to do, right?

“I was. I mean, I finished the program, but my parents wanted me to get a”—she finger quotes—“legitimate degree, so I’m majoring in business. I didn’t know you were transferring here too. Have you chosen a major yet?” Something akin to hope lines her features, but although I’m working on it, I’m still the same guy she took a chance on only to wind up disappointed.

“Nope. Still trying to figure it out.”

Her smile falters before she drops her eyes to her white-painted toes, clad in a pair of sparkly sandals. It’s late August, and the heat is slowly but surely becoming more bearable, but it’s still well into the nineties. I can’t blame her for wearing the shortest ripped jeans shorts she can find with a pink crop top that showcases her silky tan skin, but all it does is make me want to ask her what I did wrong to make her disappear without an explanation. We slept together after years of pent-up tension and then, just when I thought we were getting somewhere, she bailed on us before we even had a chance to start.

Was the sex bad?

Of course it was, idiot.

You lost your virginity to her.

Positive thinking! I mentally snap at myself.

“Well, I’m sure it’ll come to you,” she says. She hikes up the duffel bag slung over her shoulder, wincing from the weight of it. I reach out to take it from her, but she shakes her head and lets out another giggle that calls to the depths of my soul. “No need. I’m actually …” She scans the hallway before landing on the door next to mine.

Oh no.

Fuck no.

There is no way the universe would be this cruel to me.

“I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other,” she says. It’s meant to be a joke to lighten the mood, but I don’t have the energy in me to laugh. Despite my broken heart, I want the very best for her, but I came to State to try and forget her. To grow up and figure out what to do with my life. I didn’t intend on living next to the one person who, for the first time in my life, had me telling my anxiety to go fuck itself so I could take my chance with her.

And now anxiety is coming back to seek its revenge. One look at her angelic face is threatening to undo months of healing when I promised myself I’d never go back to such a low point.

Maddie warned me about this happening, but I ignored all the red flags. I knew when my sister brought Maya home from school in the eighth grade that she would be dangerous, and I’m not talking about her looks. Sure, she’s stunning and could be a supermodel if she pursued it, but her looks aren’t what drew my attention when we first met. I was a sophomore in high school at the time, and she was way too young to catch my interest in that way.

It was her fiery personality that had me intrigued when she followed Maddie into our living room like a tornado and proceeded to chat away like she wasn’t nervous at all.

Maya is the life of the party. Outgoing and fearless, she lights up any room she walks into. She’s the center of attention whether she wants to be or not, and as we got older, she embedded herself in my mind until no other woman would suffice.

It was a stupid dream that she’d ever give me a chance. I’m five eleven with a dad bod, which is nowhere near her type. I saw her exes on social media, and all of them were tatted, buff, and towered over her. She never dated them long; a few weeks at most. And that should have been my first sign that her sleeping with me didn’t mean it would become serious. Maya likes to have fun. She likes to flirt. She likes the chase.

I got so caught up in her game that I forgot the rules entirely.

“Hey, Garcia.” A guy interrupts us, tugging at her silky black ponytail before he winks and continues on his way. Her cheeks redden in response, and all it does is make me more infuriated. Garcia. She’s already made connections and it’s only our first day on campus. Then again, looking the way she does while simultaneously being a social butterfly would have anyone kill to be her friend. Maya is a lot of things, but she’s loyal to the very core, and my sister is lucky to have her as her best friend.

I just wish that loyalty extended to me.

“Well, I should get going.” She flicks her eyes over me briefly, a sad smile tugging at her lips. “It’s good to see you, Ethan.”

“I wish I could say the same.” It’s out before I can stop it, and I don’t miss the hurt that flashes across her face. Maya being here is just another reminder of why I shouldn’t be here. I’ve fucked up everything good in my life, and a bachelor’s degree will just be another item on my never-ending list.

A tanked football career.

Grades that will never compare to Maddie’s.

Sleeping with Maya and letting her slip through my fingers before I could call her mine.

Before the anxiety threatens to consume me whole, I open the door to my room and shut it with my back, leaving her out in the hallway alone. I would feel like an ass, but I’m not the one who said it couldn’t work between us two weeks after we slept together and then proceeded to never even text me again. Now she wants to act like we’re old friends? Like nothing happened?

Like she didn’t moan my name and shatter against me three times in one night?

Leo glances up from the book he’s reading. “And you pull hot women? Yeah, this is going to be the best year ever.”

And just like that, Leo gets added to the list of people I’m inevitably going to disappoint.


Two

MAYA
Five months earlier

“Mamí, Papí, I have to tell you something.”

Palms slicked with sweat, I sit opposite them in our living room, which can hardly be classified as such. We’ve lived in the same trailer since we came to America, so our “living room” consists of a tiny two-seater couch and a television that might as well belong in the 1990s.

My dad’s forehead wrinkles in confusion. “¿Qué pasa?”

I’ve been sitting on this news for a week, and as nervous as I am, I have to tell them at some point. Ethan isn’t just another guy to me. He’s someone I want to get serious with, and in order for that to happen, I need to tell my parents.

“I’m seeing someone,” I admit. “And it’s going really well.”

Two dates in, and I’m the happiest I’ve been in years. Ethan treats me like I’m a freaking princess, so all I can hope is that once my parents hear this, they’ll want to meet him too.

Mamí’s face brightens. Even after working herself to the bone with three jobs, she remains youthful. Everyone says I resemble her, and I’ve always considered that a compliment. If I can age like her and still not look a day over thirty? I’ll take it.

“What’s his name?” she asks in her thick accent.

“Well, actually …” I wring my hands together. Here goes nothing. “It’s Ethan. You know, Maddie’s brother?”

My heart falters at the disappointment that falls over her face, replacing her smile. My parents have made it clear they’d prefer me to end up with a man with a stable career. One who would be able to support our future family without having to go through the hardships they went through to make it all these years in America. A doctor, lawyer, veterinarian. Anything that pays six figures a year.

And it’s not that they’re gold diggers or anything, but they’ve made me understand how much sacrifice it took to provide me with the life I have. The last thing they want is for me to have the same experience. It’s why they came here in the first place, so I don’t take any of it for granted.

“No,” my father says. “The boy who is friends with Cameron Holden?”

Okay, granted, Ethan doesn’t have the greatest track record regarding his friend circle, but in his defense, he’s been friends with Cameron since they were kids. Ethan didn’t know he’d turn into a girl-obsessed player when they got to high school.

“There’s more to him than that,” I plead. “He treats me well, and—”

My father, the complete opposite of my mother, displays the hard work he’s done for years on his face. It’s wrinkled and worn from days spent laboring in the sun, and he looks tired, with heavy bags lining his eyes and gray strands peppering his cropped black hair. It makes me feel guilty for preventing him from going to bed by having this conversation, but this is important to me, and if I don’t do it now, I’m afraid I’ll never get the courage to bring this up again.

“If he wanted to treat you well, he’d do steps to take care of you. Not mess with girls all day. He was smoking that night we picked you up, right?” It’s take steps, but my parents’ English is subpar at best. They can have a basic conversation, but I grew up having to translate for them for any major document signings or visits to the bank. Now that I’m transferring to a four-year college, they’re taking classes to become more fluent since I won’t be around as much to help them.

Everything isn’t about money to me. I’ve seen people live happily without a six-figure paycheck, but saying this to my parents never does any good. How could it when they’ve struggled for so many years? I can understand why it’d be a factor. My wants and needs have never seemed important when I’ve watched them run themselves into the ground to ensure we can pay our electricity bill and have food in the house. Even now, asking their permission to date a man I know they won’t approve of makes me feel selfish.

And Ethan was smoking a blunt that night when my parents picked me up my freshman year after a sleepover with Maddie. He was around the side of the house attempting to hide it from his parents, and it didn’t help that he put it out as soon as he noticed my parents’ car. The image was embedded in their heads, and they automatically labeled him another party boy, like Cameron.

What could I say in his defense? At the time, he was with a different girl every week, and he was smoking. But they don’t know him like I do. If they just met him and gave him a chance, they’d realize he’s not the same as Cameron. He’s far from it.

But it doesn’t matter if Ethan isn’t the guy he seemed. Explaining this to my parents would be fruitless when, at the end of the day, he still doesn’t know what he wants to do with his life. If he can’t prove to my parents that he’ll be able to take care of me emotionally and physically, my parents will never approve.

“Bambina.” My mother’s use of my childhood nickname brings tears to my eyes. Her eyes soften in a way that lets me know that no matter how hard I try, they aren’t going to budge on this. “We want the best for you. Do you understand?”

But what if he is the best for me?

It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow the words and give a curt nod instead. I was raised to respect my parents. Whatever they say goes, so it’s useless to try and fight them regarding something they’ll never change their minds about. I’ll always be the obedient daughter. It’s why I’m going to college for a degree I don’t even want. It’s why I’m allowing them to dictate my future now, despite every ounce of my being wanting to scream at them and fight for this.

They took themselves away from their families, away from a community they loved profoundly, and everything they’ve ever known to give me a better life than theirs. And while being with Ethan would make me happy, I can’t sit here and promise that he’d never betray me and fall back into his partying habits. People make mistakes. It’s bound to happen in any relationship. But my parents want someone perfect, with no flaws, and I don’t know if they understand that perfection is impossible to come across.

“So, you’re saying no?” I whisper through my tears. “You don’t approve of him?”

My mother leans over to pat my hand, but a hint of regret shines in her eyes. “You will see when you have kids one day.”

Papí nods in agreement. “Te amo, princesa, but no. We want the world for you, and Ethan isn’t grown up enough to give you it.”

“So, let me get this straight. You guys weren’t dating?”

Propping my phone against the tiny desk beside my bed, I spread my makeup across it and sigh excessively at Maddie’s endless questions. I love my best friend, I do, but the last thing I want to discuss is my hookup with her brother, and the way her eyes are sending me pity looks through the screen makes me want to end this topic of conversation as quickly as humanly possible.

“We hooked up, went on a few dates, and then I called it quits. You know how I am, Maddie. Long-term relationships aren’t my thing.” The lie rolls smoothly off my tongue, but my stomach sours all the same.

Ethan was more than just a hookup.

“Oh, come on,” she deadpans. “You expect me to believe that? We’ve known each other since the eighth grade. You tried to hit on him by asking him about sailing this past spring break! I’ve never seen you try so hard with anyone.”

She’s right. I’ve never had to put in an effort for any man, and I’m not trying to be a cocky bitch by saying that. It’s just the truth. Men have always done the work for me, but Ethan needed convincing. Maybe that’s why I felt such a connection to him in the first place. He’s the first guy I had to work for. The first guy not to comment on how hot I was within the first ten minutes of meeting me. It was refreshing.

Then, this past spring break, I made a move on him and sealed the deal, but sleeping with Ethan wasn’t what I was expecting. His touch felt like heaven. His lips on my skin felt like he was kissing me not for my body, but for my soul, and when we locked eyes …

It was too much.

Too real.

Too terrifying.

“It doesn’t matter why I ended things.” I clear my throat and twist the cap off my mascara, but her unnerving gaze practically burns a hole in the side of my head as I face the compact mirror to apply it. “What?”

“Nothing.” She moves her phone back and lies down on the comforter of her tiny twin bed. She’s doing big things in Connecticut, studying at Briarwood to become a doctor, and although we still have weekly FaceTime sessions, they’re not the same as seeing her in person. After running into Ethan for the first time since everything happened, I holed up in my dorm room for two days out of fear of bumping into him again. It would be nice to have her here to binge Ben & Jerry’s and watch Lifetime movies with to fill the gaping hole in my heart.

“So, how’s university life?” she asks, thankfully changing the subject. “Are you handling being away from your parents okay?”

That could be another reason I’m in a slump. In all my twenty years, I’ve never spent this much time away from my parents. The plan was to graduate from cosmetology school and work at a salon close to home, but my parents refused. They said having a proper education was important. After all, what would be the point in them going through so much just for me to become a cosmetologist? It hurt when they were disappointed about my passion, but I understood it. They worked three jobs and we could barely scrape by, so if I have to get a bachelor’s degree to make them proud, then so be it.

“It’s weird,” I admit. “Mixed emotions, I guess, you know? I’m used to helping them with the chores around the house and making them dinner and stuff, but being away at university allows me to just live for myself. I’m not sure what that looks like yet.” After a beat, I add, “I did get that waitressing job at the bar I was telling you about, though. It’s only about a ten-minute walk from campus, and it’ll help with their bills while I’m away. Make things easier on them.”

Maddie’s baby-blue eyes soften and her lips tilt into a sad smile. “You’re a selfless person, you know that?”

“I’m really not, but for my parents I am. I owe them everything.” And that’s why I ended things with your brother is what I want to add but don’t. I knew before I messed around with Ethan that he hadn’t yet figured out his life and who he wanted to be, but in all fairness, I didn’t expect our hookup to be loaded with so much emotion either. I thought we’d have a fun summer of fooling around, but I should have known there would be feelings involved, since we’d known each other for so long.

Telling Ethan the real reason I called it quits would embarrass him, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him even more. Unfortunately, Ethan, with his flighty path through life and facade of being a player—regardless of whether it was in the past or not—isn’t going to meet my parents’ expectations. It was better to sever the cord early, before things became serious between us.

And yet, seeing him two days ago felt as painful as the last time we spoke five months ago. Time doesn’t seem to be healing anything when it comes to Ethan Davis.

“What are you getting all dolled up for?” Maddie twirls a blond curl that fell out of her messy bun, and tilts her head to the side to study me. “You look hot.”

My ruby-painted lips lift into a grin. “Well, I was going to wait for my roommate to arrive so I could meet her, but she still isn’t here. Some girls I met the first day invited me to a party off campus. They met some guys who are part of a fraternity, and it’s supposed to be a rager since it’s the last one before classes start. You know I’ll never pass up a good party.”

She laughs. “Trust me, I know.”

“What are your plans for the night?” I tease. “Reality television? A good book?”

Her eyes dart away from the camera when a door closes in the background, and then her phone falls to the side as her boyfriend, Cameron, tackles her on the mattress. She squeals with laughter as he trails kisses down her neck, his large hands on either side of her stomach. “I fucking missed you,” he groans. “Sorry I’m late. Practice ran over, and the drive took longer than expected.”

My heart falters at the sight, and my chest swells with happiness for two people who almost didn’t take a chance on each other because of Ethan. Cameron is Ethan’s best friend, and with Maddie being Ethan’s little sister, Cameron didn’t want to risk losing him. I’m glad they finally said fuck it and started dating anyway, because now they’re happier than ever, and so in love it’s almost sickening.

“Hope you know I wasn’t all talk in my texts.” His voice drops lower. Huskier. “And now that I’m here …”

“Should I go?” I ask, applying a last bit of blush.

Cameron’s head snaps up. He clearly hadn’t realized his girlfriend was on a FaceTime call, but with Cameron being Cameron, he doesn’t let it faze him. “Sorry not sorry, Maya. I fully respect your girl time, but I’ve only got your best friend for the next forty-eight hours, and I don’t plan on wasting another second.”

I roll my eyes. “I get it. We were just wrapping up anyway. Just like you’re about to do in the next few minutes. At least, I hope so. Better safe than sorry.”

He rolls his eyes, accustomed to my teasing by now. “Oh, before I forget.” He grabs the phone to bring it closer to his face, wearing an arrogant smile. “I don’t know what the hell is going on between you and Ethan but fix it. He’s fucking depressed.”

“What makes you think he’s depressed?” I try to hide my concern but fail epically. It’s evident in the way my voice goes high pitched. “And what makes you think his mood has something to do with me?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I guess his other ex moved next door to him for the school year.”

“I’m not his ex.”

Cameron’s eyebrows lift, and he’s still wearing that fucking smirk. “My mistake. Fuck buddy, then?” He laughs when my eyes narrow into slits. “Is that too meaningless? Should I go back to ex?”

“Hey, Maddie, have I ever mentioned that your boyfriend is annoying?” My voice is playful. They know I don’t mean it, which is why the lovebirds laugh in response. “Anyway, I’ll let you guys go. Burn some calories for me.”

“Have fun at the party!” she shouts in response. Cameron hangs up her phone, leaving me alone in an empty dorm room, and the silence eats at me. I meant it when I said this is the first time I’ve been on my own without my parents overseeing my every move, but it’s so much freedom that I almost don’t know what to do with myself.

Temptation. Drugs. Alcohol. These things surrounded me before when I snuck out to parties as a teenager, but now? I don’t have to worry about my parents finding out. I’m free to choose whatever path I want.

But the biggest temptation of all?

Knowing Ethan Davis is on the other side of this wall.
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