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Julian was fourteen years old when he first laid eyes upon Marissa, and that was all it took. Months went by and the focus of his life began to shift from staying up late and playing video games with his friends to flirting and trying to grab the attention of this beautiful girl he had only just noticed. She had been in a few of his classes before, but whether it was the rising hormones or the way the flickering fluorescent tube lights had caused her auburn hair to glisten, Julian had now found himself completely head over heels, a phrase that his adolescent brain didn’t even know at the time. She was a beacon of light in the mundane routine of high school, and for the first time ever, he looked forward to classes.
He had never been that interested in girls before, often baffled by his friends’ conversations, but now he understood. At first, he fumbled through his newfound feelings, unsure of what to do or how to act. Throughout the day, he would search for opportunities to get close to Marissa, but never too close. Julian tried to sit at the same cafeteria table as her, or a couple of chairs away in chemistry, but he focused most of his energy in gym class. There, he would cross his fingers, silently willing himself to end up on the same team as Marissa, no matter what the sport. Somehow, his wish always seemed to come true, or at least, he couldn’t recall a time it hadn’t. Then again, why would he?
They were almost always within earshot of each other, but Julian still hadn’t built up the courage to actually talk to Marissa. Instead, it started with occasional glances, then quick smiles, and sometimes even an ‘accidental’ touch or graze between them. All of this unfolded in the background as their friends eagerly gossiped about the blossoming love while also simultaneously trying to give Marissa and Julian the push they needed.
“She definitely likes you dude, you just gotta say something to her.”
“Yeah… maybe,” Julian replied while stuffing down his anxiety. Just the thought of talking to her caused his heart to race and made his stomach churn. As he imagined such an encounter, countless worries filled his head at first. What if she thinks my long hair is stupid, or worse yet… ‘girly’? Maybe she’ll think I’m a dork because of my glasses? What if I’m not tall enough, or too skinny? All these worries faded when he pictured her face though, and new and interesting sensations went coursing through his body. Is this what ‘love’ is?
Just down the hall, Marissa and her friends were having similar whispered conversations.
“We’ve seen the way that he looks at you, Marissa.”
“What do you mean?” Marissa asked, as her cheeks turned a rosy red behind all of her freckles.
“You know what we’re talking about! Don’t lie!”
“Yeah, don’t try and hide it. We’ve seen the way you look back at him, too.”
“Okay, okay. Maybe I like him… just a little.” Admitting it for the first time caused an uncontrollable smile to appear on her young round face. Even though she was even more embarrassed now, it also felt good in some weird way. As she and her friends continued to hang out, Marissa felt lighter and couldn’t stop smiling.
From that point on, Marissa and Julian performed the awkward dance of childhood love, while their friends helped every step of the way. They always left a seat open so the two could sit together and were constantly devising elaborate schemes to ensure Marissa and Julian crossed paths as often as possible. It didn’t take long before the pair started talking. Neither could remember who found the courage to speak first, but that hardly mattered. It takes two people to have a conversation.
Soon after, they were spending hours on the phone every night and texting each other incessantly. It was as if nothing else in the world mattered. Everything else felt secondary. They still went to school, kept up with their homework, and hung out with friends and almost nothing seemed different, but in truth, everything had changed. If you’ve never experienced young love, there are no words on this immensely old earth to describe it, no way to explain how it consumes your entire being before you can even begin to fathom the concept. It could be argued that it’s the strongest and most pure type of love to exist. While it is so beautiful, it is equally tragic. Being a child is about making mistakes and learning the intricacies of the way the world works. The mistakes are plentiful, boundless and nearly infinite… and thus, young love almost never lasts. But Marissa and Julian’s did.
They made their fair share of mistakes too, but they also learned from them, together. They broke things, tested the boundaries, and fucked up repeatedly while always helping each other through the mess of ‘growing up’. They learned how to talk, learned how to argue, learned how to respectfully disagree, and learned how to make up and forgive. Marissa and Julian learned absolutely everything about what it means to be ‘together’, who they were, and how to love. They did all of this and more, even though they didn’t understand any of it… they were still just kids.
Years went by and they continued to grow, change, and evolve with each other. They watched on as their friends dated, got in spats and broke up all around them, over and over again. Marissa and Julian graduated high school, still hand in hand, not a single doubt in their minds. They were meant for each other, destined to be together forever.
With their whole lives ahead of them, Julian looked into her emerald green eyes and knew only one thing for certain, he was going to marry that girl.
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It wasn’t long after they had moved in together that Julian could feel the clock ticking. How long was normal? When should he pop the question of a lifetime? He had absolutely no idea, so he went where you go to find all the answers, the internet. The consensus seemed to be two or more years before proposing, but they had already been together for so much longer than that. More importantly, they were barely over twenty, and the last thing he wanted to do was scare her off or push her into something she wasn’t ready for. It was almost as if she had read his mind, because before he could answer the questions himself, Marissa began to give hints that she was ready whenever he was. With her gentle push, Julian went to work on planning the perfect proposal.
The idea of asking Marissa to be his fiancé had been rattling around in his head for years and his mind was used to bouncing from one extravagant show of undying love to the next. Julian knew her inside and out, almost better than he knew himself, and as a result, it didn’t take long for him to decide what he was going to do. Marissa loved the ocean, even though she had only ever seen it once in her life. Sometimes she would dream, and share those dreams with Julian, about how nice it would be to live by the water someday. How amazing it would be to fall asleep to the sounds of waves crashing on the shore or go for a walk and feel the cool morning sand under your bare feet. He booked a waterfront rental near Pfeiffer Beach in Big Sur, California, the exact beach where he would get down on one knee and propose to Marissa at sunset. It was going to be expensive, but Marissa didn’t want a fancy ring, so Julian felt like he could splurge on everything else. He would spend any amount of money on her. When the first week of September rolled around, Julian sprang his surprise trip on Marissa.
“Well, what are you waiting for? Go get your bags packed!”
Marissa jumped with joy and tears welled in her eyes. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
Julian could tell she already probably knew the reason for such an extravagant vacation, but that didn’t matter. When does a surprise ever ‘really’ make things better? People almost always hate what they don’t know and are afraid of that which is hidden. We only like to be surprised when we ‘know’ we’re going to be surprised.
As they flew west and watched as the world changed and spun below them, Julian felt like a kid again. All warm and fuzzy, like nothing else mattered in the world, just him and Marissa. It wasn’t the trip or what he was about to do that caused the old sensations to return, it was how happy she was. Marissa’s ear-to-ear smile hadn’t left her face since he had told her about the trip, and she too looked like she had stepped back in time, back to when their feelings for each other were indescribable.
Soon, their love would forever be labeled, symbolized with a ring. Shortly after that, they would sign papers that would legally record and define their relationship. All the steps to make your love official seemed rather unromantic if you thought about it too much, especially when compared to the chaotic and random nature of their past childhood love. So, Julian tried not to think about it too much, because when he did, he got a terrible feeling in his gut and would begin to worry that this traditional route to commitment wasn’t right for them. That smile, though. Her smile reassured him enough to continue to enjoy every minute of the terrifyingly exciting ride.
After touching down at Monterey Airport, Julian picked up the keys to their rental car. Marissa didn’t know the details of the trip, but didn’t ask either. He could see the curiosity glowing behind her green eyes as they continued to drive along the Cabrillo Highway with beautiful ocean views to their right for almost the entire thirty-mile stretch to the rental house. When he pulled into the luxurious ocean side estate and put the car in park, he watched with glee as Marissa’s jaw dropped. Another pleasant surprise that wasn’t entirely a surprise. She, of course, had known they would be staying somewhere, but not in a place like this.
They both got out of the car and the sharp smell of the ocean filled the air. Marissa still had not uttered a word, all vocabulary temporarily lost so her emotions could be felt in their entirety. She looked at Julian with a sense of awe and immense love.
Julian looked back at her across the top of the car, now a big smile plastered across his own face. “I’ll be right behind you. Why don’t you head in and check it out? The code for the door is 6729.” Marissa ran inside before he had even grabbed their bags from the trunk. He followed his soon-to-be fiancé with luggage in hand through the door she had left ajar. The beach house was everything he had hoped for, marvelous in every way imaginable. He prayed that it was everything Marissa had dreamed of, too.
“Julian! Come here!” Marissa yelled.
He followed her voice to the back deck and found Marissa leaning over the railing, her hair gently flowing in the ocean breeze. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her slender waist, and nuzzled his chin into her shoulder.
“Close your eyes,” she said, just above a whisper.
Julian did. At first, all that was left was the feeling of Marissa in his arms and the smell of her intermingled with the new and unfamiliar air. Eventually, he heard it… the sound of the waves crashing somewhere below, growing louder the more he paid attention to them. He felt Marissa spin around and he opened his eyes. She looked up at him with a love that had only grown as time passed.
“Thank you! This is already way too much, and you shouldn’t have. But… thank you,” she said, punctuating the words with a slow and passionate kiss. “It’s amazing.”
“I love you so much, Marissa! I wish I could give you this everyday though.”
“I won’t lie… that would be nice,” she replied with a cute smirk. “But all I really need is you.” She gave him another kiss and swiveled back around in his arms to enjoy the ocean air once more.
“Whenever you’re ready, there’s a place just down the road I thought we could go for dinner. I read they have some of the best seafood around, and a few of the reviews made it sound like they might have even better views than here. The pictures made it look like it was hanging right over this giant cliff.”
“Let me go get changed and then we can go. You’re not going to try and order oysters again, are you?”
“I can’t make any promises,” Julian said with a sly grin.
“How many times do we have to do this?” she asked while laughing. “You only ever manage to eat one and the rest go to waste.”
“Yeah, but you never know, maybe I’ll like these ones. Maybe it’s different when you eat them right on the ocean.”
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After a late dinner and an even later night, Julian and Marissa awoke the next day to the sound of waves that were carried on the cool, damp ocean air. They went for that morning beach walk that Marissa had always dreamed of. It was even better than she could have imagined because there was a new type of love between them. She could feel it when their hands interlocked or when Julian wrapped his arm around her shoulder. The emotion felt more mature and more sure of itself than ever before, maybe more optimistic even. She knew what was coming and could barely wait.
After they had walked nearly the entire stretch of beach, Julian led Marissa back to the house to prepare for the next surprise, a Monterey Bay boat tour. A few hours on a beautiful catamaran, where they could get a view of the California coast from a different perspective and hopefully see some whales or dolphins if they were lucky.
Marissa had a thing for dolphins and thought they were one of the coolest animals on the planet. She was always sharing the countless stories of them saving people from drowning or shark attacks. What had really cemented her slight obsession with the sea creatures though, was a clip she had just found last year where a group of dolphins were passing around a pufferfish like a joint, apparently getting ‘high’ from its toxins. After that, she started to refer to them as the hippies of the sea, just enjoying life and trying to make the ocean a better place for everyone. Julian wasn’t big on animals, but the clip of the dolphins lazing around and bonding over the poisonous fish and swimming lackadaisically was probably one of the greatest things he had ever seen. Julian prayed to whatever thing, person, or God that was in charge of dolphin happenings that day. Please, please let us see some dolphins on this boat ride. He even prayed to the dolphins themselves, since it seemed likely that they made their own decisions and had quite a surprising amount of free will, autonomy, and volition.
“You truly are the best,” Marissa said as they boarded the boat. “Hey, maybe we’ll see some dolphins while we’re out there!” A gigantic and bright looking smile spread across her face, one that matched the changing nature of their relationship, hopeful.
They did see dolphins. They were sober and didn’t look intoxicated in the slightest, but they got to see dolphins, nonetheless. Julian was thankful the boat ride had gone without a hitch. It had been the one part of his plan that he had been the most anxious about. A day on the ocean could go one of two ways, you might have a serene trip across calm waters, or you might get thrashed around until your stomach and all its contents would rather throw themselves overboard. Luckily, it had been the former and the water had been as smooth as glass. Even so, Julian thought he was getting seasick when they had first set sail, but clearly it had just been his nerves, because eventually his stomach had settled.
After they got back to the house, they went down to the beach once more, but not before Julian secretly slipped a small black velvet box into his pocket. They would walk together for the last time as boyfriend and girlfriend and by sunset, they would be engaged. He had scoped out the perfect place on their walk that morning and as they neared the spot now, the orange, pinkish glow of dusk filled the world around. Julian stopped dead in his tracks. Marissa continued on until she felt the tug of Julian’s hand in hers. He got down on one knee and looked up into her glistening, emerald eyes.
“Julian!” Marissa had already begun to wipe the tears from her freckled cheeks. This was not a true surprise, but it was still the best surprise, and one that she wanted more than anything else.
Julian pulled the little black box from his pocket, but didn’t open it yet. “Marissa… You’re the love of my life, and always have been. I didn’t even know what love was before I met you, but now it’s the only thing I’m certain of.” Julian could feel his own eyes getting wetter and the butterflies flapping around in his stomach. “Will you…”
“Yes! Yes! Julian… what’s wrong?”
Even though Marissa had already answered, Julian couldn’t get the last word of the most important question of his life out, and instead, something else forced its way into the world. A sickly combination of bile and everything else he had eaten recently came spewing from his mouth. Whether it was the oysters from last night or the boat ride that had made him sick, it didn’t matter. His perfect proposal was currently being destroyed by his own body. Vomit poured on the box in front of him and the sand between them. Once he registered what was happening, he did everything in his power to try to not get any on Marissa. What felt like an eternity was actually over in a matter of seconds.
Julian looked at Marissa in pure horror.
Marissa looked at Julian, suddenly speechless and in disbelief. Then her smile returned, and she laughed. A huge laugh that echoed along the beach and confused Julian more than ever. “I told you not to eat those oysters!” She barely got the sentence out and it made her laugh even harder now. Marissa wasn’t laughing at him, not in the slightest, and Julian finally registered that crucial detail. She was laughing with love for Julian, who had just become her fiancé through the most absurd event ever.
He suddenly felt better as the last of his nausea washed away to sea and he regained some of his senses. He pulled the ring from the vomit covered box and walked over to the ocean and rinsed it in the salt water. It probably wasn’t the best for it, but what else could he do? He then went back to Marissa and led her away from the mess he had just made and looked up into her sweet face again. “I’m sorry…”
“You have nothing to be sorry for, Julian.”
He nodded and believed that she still loved him just as much as ever. “Will you marry me?”
“Of course I will.”
He slipped the ring on her finger and gave her an enormous hug, but withheld his kisses. Those would have to wait for now.
Their love was as strong as ever, even though he had just thrown up all over it. It didn’t matter to Marissa in the slightest, so it didn’t matter to Julian either. They were engaged now. It would just be another funny story they shared. The problem was, it wasn’t just theirs to share.
Before Julian had even had a chance to redo his proposal, his humiliating display of human misfortune had already been shared fifteen times. By the end of the night, that number would climb to thirty thousand. By the next morning, it would surpass a hundred thousand shares, be uploaded to multiple streaming platforms, garner over a million views, and even make appearances on a few morning news specials. By week’s end, Julian’s vomit-filled proposal had been viewed well over one hundred million times.
Julian and Marissa didn’t know some beachgoers filming the sunset had caught the entire spectacle in 4K. Julian and Marissa didn’t know the video had almost instantly been shared on social media. Julian and Marissa were just happy to be engaged and ready to start their lives together officially.
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Their fifteen minutes of fame was just that, explosive and short-lived. A few weeks after it had happened, nobody cared about that funny video they had watched and most barely even remembered it. Julian remembered it… and he would never ever forget it, because it was cemented into the vast and infinite internet that holds everything and yet seems as empty as the air all around. If there was no record of the cataclysmic proposal, things could have been different.
Marissa loved him as hard as ever, and Julian tried to love her back just the same. Years went by and he tried to forget about it, pretending it was no big deal, but in truth, the moment that video was recorded, a tiny seed of bitterness was planted somewhere deep and hidden within him. A source of pain and anguish that instantly rooted itself in what was supposed to be one of the happiest moments of his… their, life together. Instead, their adult relationship began from a putrid puddle of vile that the whole world got to witness, and yet… Julian and Marissa did not falter. They remained as strong of a couple as ever, undeniably destined to be together, but that didn’t stop the little seed inside Julian from growing, and it continued to be nurtured and fed at every opportunity.
The first time they visited Marissa’s parents after the proposal, even her own father couldn’t resist. “When you asked for my daughter’s hand in marriage, I didn’t think you were going to throw up on it too.” Marissa’s father roared with laughter at the joke that wasn’t intended to be hurtful, and Julian laughed along while pretending it wasn’t.
Their beautiful wedding day wasn’t spared either. Countless people making comments or jokes about the video and worst of all, Julian’s best man, someone who was supposed to be his friend, mentioned it in his speech too.
“Julian, you’re one hell of a man, and before I would’ve said Marissa is lucky to have you, but after ‘you know what happened’, I think she might be the unlucky one and you’re lucky to have her.”
Julian smiled at the remark, and to be fair, there were a lot of other heartfelt things that came after it, but all Julian could remember was that one sentence.
Even though millions of people who had seen the video by this point couldn’t care less about it and the loving couple in it, Julian found no escape. Over and over again, he was reminded of his terrible mistake. Even though it was never done with malice, the effect on Julian was the same, and caused that seed to grow and grow until it was a tree that shaded all of his immense love for Marissa. The love was still as strong as ever, but now it was in total darkness, hidden from the world and destined to die if something didn’t change.
Years went by and things seemed to be getting better. People mentioned the proposal less, and Julian didn’t think about it much anymore. Eventually, he and Marissa had two children of their own, two boys. One day, the eldest came home from school and asked his father a question.
“Why didn’t you tell us you were famous, dad?”
“What are you talking about? I’m not famous.”
“You’re famous on the internet. Somebody showed me at school today.”
Julian looked at his son in terror as he realized the thing that haunted him would not only never disappear, but would spread to his own flesh and blood. Just as suddenly, he also realized how selfish he had been. His wife was in that video too. Her side might have been less embarrassing than his, but she was still the one who was proposed to by the vomiting romantic. There was no changing what had happened. He had wasted so many years clinging to his own terrible feelings about that day. He could only change himself and try to remove that bitterness that had grown to shield him from his shame. “You didn’t know?” The boy shook his head the way children do, eagerly awaiting the genuine answer from his father. “Yup, I’m behind the infamous ‘Projectile Puking Proposal’ video!” Julian said with a genuine smile, possibly the first time he had ever smiled when recalling the memory.
To his surprise, his son looked back at him not with pity or humor… but with awe. “That’s so cool! My dad’s famous!” Julian felt his smile grow and bittersweet tears begin to fill his eyes. “It was pretty gross though, but awesome at the same time.”
“Yeah, it was pretty gross,” Julian agreed while chuckling at the child’s bluntness.
“I’m glad mommy still said yes.”
“Me too.”
With the help of his own son, Julian cut down that tree in his heart and felt lighter than he had since that fateful day. He would talk to Marissa that night, apologize for how much darkness he had harbored and let pour into their lives. He would love her like before, like he always should have, regardless of what had happened on that beach at sunset. She loved him through it all, and that should’ve been the only thing that mattered. It was the only thing that mattered.
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If you liked this story, you might also enjoy my upcoming novel Fake Creatitivy. You can read the blurb below.
An Artist Creates. A Forger Replicates. What happens when their worlds collide?
Of course it would have Elena, his beloved wife, and a fictional character in every single one of Cooper’s best-selling romance novels, but how did it have everything else? How did this program seem to know everything about his book before he had even sat down to write it? Searching to find answers while not breaking the rest of his life, Cooper struggles to hold onto his identity and understand the purpose and meaning of creativity.
Does the source matter? Does it truly make a difference if something is real or perfectly reproduced? And when truth emerges, does it destroy what once felt genuine, or does it simply reveal that the value was always subjective?
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