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      “It’s over, Dev.”

      I blinked as I stared at my girlfriend, my mouth agape and my heart on my sleeve. Trupti dropped a bomb I never saw coming, a bomb that would destroy my life, obliterate the past six years I’d spent loving her, worshipping her, thinking she’d hung the damn moon. My breath caught, and the small box I held underneath the table suddenly felt large and foreign in my gripping hand as her words sank in.

      It’s over. It’s over. It’s fucking over.

      My brow furrowed and I swallowed hard, trying to keep myself steady as the world crashed down around me. “What are you talking about?”

      Trupti looked down at the table. The table I’d reserved for us at her favorite restaurant weeks ago, where I had planned to propose in just a few minutes. I’d planned my speech. I knew exactly what to say… how she was my first love, my only love, how I wanted to buy that house we saw on Longbourn Avenue, how I wanted to fly her grandparents and my nani in from India to attend our wedding. Hell, if she wanted to, I’d fly both our families to India to get married—whatever she wanted, I would do it. No questions asked. Because Trupti owned my heart. Utterly and completely.

      I had so much I was going to say to her in my proposal, so much of my heart I was planning to place in her cold, heartless hands. And now I was left spinning. The room felt hot, and my collar was shrinking around my neck, suffocating me.

      She ran a hand through her silky black hair, still not looking me in the eye. Just last week, I was running my hands through her hair as her head rested on my lap while I watched football on a lazy Saturday afternoon. How on earth did things change so drastically in just a matter of days?

      She shrugged. “Look, I’m sorry…I just…this isn’t what I want.”

      “Not what you want? We’ve been together for six years… We’ve planned our future, we’ve looked at houses—”

      She shook her head, rolling her eyes. “You’ve planned, you’ve looked… You just never noticed I wasn’t looking too. I wasn’t planning anything, Dev.”

      “That’s not true,” I shook my head, squeezing the ring box in my trembling hands. My leg bobbed underneath the table as I repeated myself, my tone more emphatic than before. “That’s not true.”

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Tell me why.”

      I swallowed hard, preparing for the worst. The thought of another guy’s hands on her body made rage surge through me. Trupti was my first love, my only, my everything. How could she do this? She sat in silence, avoiding my demands.

      “C’mon. I want to hear you say it.”

      “Don’t make this harder than it has to be. Can’t we just move on? And be friends or something? I mean, I still want you in my life, Dev.”

      “Just. Say. It. Put me out of my fucking misery.”

      “Fine.” She threw her hands up into the air, exasperated. “I want more.”

      I paused for a beat, not expecting that answer. Not at all. I’d given her everything. How could she possibly want more?

      “More what?” I asked, genuinely puzzled.

      “Just more...” She glanced around the room, “Everything. More heat, more spark, more adventure…everything.”

      In other words, you’re not enough, Dev. Punch in the motherfucking gut.

      “Heat? Spark? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      I slammed my hand on the white linen tablecloth. The table vibrated against my palm, and I could feel dozens of eyes on me, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything anymore.

      Everything is shit. May as well go out with a bang.

      “So, for six years I was enough for you. But now….what? You’ve had some kind of awakening or whatever? And I’m not enough for you anymore? Trips to the Bahamas, paying off your student loans, that emerald necklace around your greedy little neck.” I leaned in close, lowering my voice. “Making you come so hard you passed out.”

      “That was one time,” she hissed. “And I’d had way too much to drink. It was the alcohol, not you. Don’t flatter yourself.” She was trying to insult me with a forked tongue, but I knew better. She shifted in her seat, finally looking as uncomfortable as I felt. Trupti hated confrontation.

      Mission accomplished. How do you like it, Trup?

      “I missed business trips to take care of you. I flew us to India so you could meet my nani. Where did you think this was going, Trupti?”

      “Dev, stop.” She begged with a groan and a sigh.

      “What’s his name?

      “There’s no one else, I swear it.” She shook her head, finally looking me in the eye. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “Sure you wouldn’t.” This time it was my turn to look away. Her gaze felt like fire on my skin.

      “Come on, please look at me. I’m being honest with you; you just don’t want to hear it.”

      “Whatever.” My eyes scanned the room. Happy people chatting over appetizers and glasses of wine, people toasting one another, and one couple was making out in their booth. I wanted to tell them all to go to hell. If I had to be this miserable, I wanted to take everyone down with me.

      “Here’s the thing… We’ve been together for such a long time, and I accepted that this was it.”

      That word was like a knife in my back. I held up one hand and repeated her word back to her with venom pouring from my mouth. “Accepted? You accepted this? Us? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      She closed her eyes tight, continuing, “But then, I started thinking… What it if isn’t? We’re still in our twenties; there’s still time.”

      “Time for what?” I demanded, my hands balled into fists, and the box I felt in my grasp only made my anger feel unbearable. I was going to explode.

      “To be single, to date, to hook up, to do all the careless things I didn’t do before. You were my first, Dev. And we jumped into so many things. I missed out on a lot.”

      “Wow. I’m so sorry that I kept you from all of that excitement you poor, sheltered little brat,” I sneered. She was turning the best six years of my life into nothing but regret and missed opportunities and I wasn’t having it.

      She shook her head again, reaching for my hand. I pulled it away quickly from her grasp. “Maybe I’m not saying this right. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. What we had was really nice—”

      “Nice?” I was incensed, raising my voice in disbelief. “Nice?”

      “And it made me who I am today. It’s just that—”

      “No, I get it. You wasted your time with a guy who loved you.” I slid the ring box back into my pocket, never wanting her to know I was going to offer her my life, offer her my future and everything that came with it. “And now you want casual sex and random hookups. Way to dream big, Trupti.”

      “You were never a waste of time. But it’s been months, and you couldn’t even see how unhappy I was and I was right in front of your face. What does that say about you?”

      “Why don’t you tell me? You seem to be the expert.”

      She sighed before taking a sip of her water. “I’ve been unhappy for a very long time. You just didn’t want to see it. You couldn’t stand for your plans to be disrupted.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You want the house, the kids, the annual trips to the Caribbean.”

      “So? Who doesn’t?”

      “Me.” Her eyes welled with tears. “At least not yet. I haven’t lived a life yet. I’m not ready to settle.”

      “Well, by all means,” I said, rising to my feet and pushing in my chair. “Don’t let me keep you from living your life. But don’t come crawling back to me when some douchebag gives you an STD, all right? Because I’m done letting you waste my time.”

      She reached across the table and grabbed my sleeve. One tear drifted down her reddened cheek as she pulled at the cotton fabric, which brushed harshly against my skin. “Don’t go, not like this.”

      “Why not? Like you said, Trup, it’s over. So go live your goddamn life.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand. You two were meant to be.” Mom’s hand shook as I reluctantly placed her mother’s ring in her palm.

      “Apparently not, Mom.” I shook my head, fighting the emotions inside of me. It was the next morning, and with my tail between my legs, I’d landed on my parents’ doorstep to return my nani’s ring. I couldn’t stand to have it with me any longer. I had to give it back in order to close this chapter of my life and move on. Somehow. Without the ring, I thought I could have a fighting chance.

      “But you got her parents’ permission, right? Why would she say no?”

      “I never got to ask her, Mom. She dumped me before I even had the chance.”

      Mom placed her hand on the back of my neck and pulled me in tight. “Oh pyaare bete,” my mom breathed into my ear, rubbing my back. She reserved this term of endearment, sweet boy, for the hardest moments of my life like when I broke my arm falling off my bike or when my dog died or the day I wasn’t accepted to Stanford. And now, when my heart was shattered by the one girl I thought I’d be with forever. I closed my eyes tightly as I wrapped my arms around her waist, sinking into her shoulder, looking for comfort that she, nor anyone, could ever possibly bring.

      “I lost her, Mom. She’s gone.”

      Warm tears dripped from my mom’s cheeks and landed on my neck. My pain was her pain and in that solidarity, I felt a sliver of comfort, of peace. For how long it would last, I had no idea.

      “Can you tell Nani for me? I just can’t do it.” I pulled away, placing my hands on my mom’s elbows, unable to meet her gaze. “I know she’ll be heartbroken. She fell in love with Trup last fall.”

      “I remember. But she won’t want to hear it from me. And she’ll want to know that you’re all right.”

      “Please, Mom. You know I don’t ask you for a lot.”

      She nodded, her eyes conflicted and troubled. “What about your father?”

      “What about him?”

      “Will you tell him? He’ll be home in a few minutes.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.”

      “And your brother and sister?”

      “Mom, yes, okay? I’ll tell everyone…eventually.”

      “Okay.” She looked relieved. The wrinkles in the corners of her eyes were damp with tears. She grabbed a tissue and dabbed before patting me on the back. “It will be okay. Are you hungry?”

      “Nah.” I shook my head. “Don’t feel like eating.”

      “But you love my food. You have to eat. I won’t allow her to crush your spirit.” My mom took so much pride in her cooking, to refuse her was an insult. But I was too destroyed to spare her feelings.

      “No one’s spirit is crushed, Mom.” I rolled my eyes. “I stopped for something on the way over here.” Total lie and Mom knew it. She narrowed her eyes at me before gripping my shoulders.

      She breathed in deeply, widening her eyes. “Why don’t we wait?’

      “What do you mean?”

      “Maybe we wait on telling Nani, your father…the rest of the family.”

      “Why?”

      “Give it some time. Maybe she’ll realize she made a big mistake.”

      “Don’t hold your breath, Mom. I’m not.” I pressed my lips into a thin line. The pain that filled my gut the night before was slowly turning numb, and it was spreading to every part of me. “It’s over. Please just tell Nani.”

      “I’m holding on to this,” she said, holding up the ring. “No arguments.”

      “Mom, c’mon, listen to me—”

      “Nani wants you to give this to your wife. Maybe you’re right; maybe that’s not going to be Trupti, but you will fall in love again.”

      “Yeah, well…” I sighed, unable to imagine anyone ever measuring up to my girlfriend of six years. My love, my life, my world. How could anyone possibly make me feel the way she did? “Again, just don’t hold your breath, okay, Mom? I know I’m not.”

      Mom’s eyes looked pained. She nodded and walked into the kitchen. “Sit down. I’m making you something to eat.”

      “Mom—”

      “No more arguments, Devanshu.” Mom was pulling out all the stops. She rarely used my full first name. I put up my arms in surrender. She laughed, all too proud of herself, and walked to the pantry to grab a canister of rice.

      “Khichdi?” I asked, just the thought of my favorite comfort food revived my appetite. The rice-and-lentil dish had soothed me too many times to count over the years. Mom could make it for me any time of day or night and I would happily clean my plate. Trupti had attempted to make it for me once when I was sick, but it couldn’t touch my mom’s. No one’s could.

      “Just sit.” She winked and pulled a pot from the cabinet. If anyone could try to nurse my broken heart, it was my mom…and her khichdi. And the least I could do was to be a good son and let her try.
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        Two years later…

      

      

      

      “Wake up, sleepy head,” she whispered into my ear, and I moaned.

      “Not yet.” I waved her away with a smile on my face.

      “Dev, it’s time to wake up.” Her warm hands ran up my legs, and she dragged her fingernails against my skin. Goosebumps rose to meet her touch.

      “Not fair,” I said with a laugh. “You know I can’t resist those nails.”

      “Good. Then you’ll actually get out of bed. You haven’t even packed yet.”

      “Neither have you.”

      Silence.

      Shit.

      That silence woke me up. I rolled over to stare at her beautiful face, but a sense of dread built in my gut. I knew this wasn’t going to end well.

      “Okay, now you have my attention.”

      “I can’t go.” She bit down on her bottom lip—her attempt to seem distraught, conflicted. But I knew better.

      I sighed loudly, pressing my hand to my forehead and closing my eyes. “Trupti…”

      “I just can’t. I’m sorry.” Her tone was cold. “I have too much work to do. It’s a bad time for me to go away.”

      “We’ve been over this. C’mon, Peter and Scott promised to play nice. And your office isn’t even open until January third.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m just not comfortable. You need to respect that, okay? And I do have work to do—I’ll just work from home.”

      We both knew she had zero work to do. But that was beside the point. Trupti and I had been sleeping together for about nine months or so. At first, it was a secret. My friends had dealt with my anger and douchebag resentment for more than a year after she broke my heart. I finally told them a few months ago, and they weren’t happy. Not at all. But they promised to be civil. Trupti had shied away from seeing them in any capacity—skipping Peter and his girlfriend Maren’s housewarming party, football potlucks, and the Friendsgiving dinner Scott and his wife, Allison, hosted at their place last month. There was always a reason, always a last minute excuse for her ducking out. And it was getting old. Really old.

      And I was just about at the end of my rope.

      “When is this all gonna end?”

      “What?”

      “Avoiding my friends.” I wasn’t going to hide the irritation in my voice anymore. I’d had enough.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe when you tell your family that I’m back in your life.” Her words were covered in resentment. But I wasn’t having it. She’d put my family and me through too much, and my memory was too long to allow her to be the resentful one.

      My family still didn’t know I was seeing her again. I was worried that if Trupti came near my mom, it might give her a heart attack. My friends helped me deal with my anger, but Mom nursed me through my depression, my sadness, my sullen outlook on life in general. And I know it weighed on her. She spent months reassuring me that love was still possible, that I would find my match one day. If she knew I’d gone back to Trup, it would break her heart. I couldn’t do that to Mom until I knew we were serious, that Trupti and I were both in this for the long haul. And in times like this, I wasn’t confident my mom would ever know.

      Or if I was honest, that I wanted her to know.

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes, letting Trupti know I wasn’t playing into her trap. “Walk before you run, Trup.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “None of this is real until you can brave my friends. That’s what I mean.”

      “Your family means more to me than your friends, Dev.”

      “Then it should be easy, shouldn’t it? If they don’t mean as much, you don’t have as much riding on it. C’mon, it’s just four days.”

      “Four days with no escape and nothing but hanging out with your friends. I can’t exactly leave the resort, now can I?”

      “Why not? We’ll have my car. You can go wherever the hell you want.”

      “That’s not the point, and you know it. I’m a terrible skier. You and I both know I’ll end up waiting in the lodge most of the time anyway.”

      “Allison doesn’t ski either. You can hang with her.”

      “Lovely.”

      “Allison is nice.”

      “Allison hates me. How do you expect me to ‘brave your friends’ if you’re in denial about how they actually feel about me? About us?”

      I sat up, placing a hand on her hip. She was wearing my favorite Yeezus T-shirt. “Rip off the band-aid, Trup. Come on… I want you there, isn’t that enough?”

      Trupti rolled to her back and stared up at the ceiling, placing her hand on her belly. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “Ugh, stop being such a goddamn drama queen.” I climbed out of bed and walked to my bathroom, pressing my hand into the doorframe. “So, who am I gonna kiss at midnight, huh?”

      She sat up and glared at me. “Seriously, that’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Well, I mean…yeah, kinda. I want you there. Why is that so hard for you to get?”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head as she swung her legs over and stepped onto the floor. Even when she was being rude, she was ridiculously hot. Her wavy black hair spilled down her shoulders and her bare, toned legs called to me from across the room.

      I always was a leg man.

      “Grow up, Dev.”

      I crossed the room and took her hands in mine. “We were supposed to spend New Year’s together. Of course I want to kiss you at midnight. This was supposed to be the start of a new year—our year, remember? That was why you agreed to come with me in the first place.”

      She looked away, gritting her teeth. “Things change.”

      “Yeah, I guess they do.” I turned my back to her, no longer wanting to spare her feelings. I was tired of walking on eggshells with Trupti and tired of giving my friends endless excuses on her behalf. I walked to the bathroom, slamming the door behind me before running the shower. As steam filled the room, I inhaled deeply, attempting a calming breath.

      It didn’t work.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I could be patient with her. As much as I cared about Trupti, this was getting old. And I couldn’t ignore the harsh reality that was right in front of my eyes.

      We were at an impasse. One I wasn’t sure we would ever get past.

      She wanted my family to know, and I wasn’t ready for that—not until she made an honest effort with my friends. And she clearly had no intention of letting them in.

      So where the hell do we go from here?

      The scalding hot water of the shower soothed my nerves as I let it pour down around me. I was going to go to Brighton Resort to ski, drink, and ring in the new year with my best friends. And I was going alone.

      So be it.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, both of us eager to get the hell out of my condo, Trupti and I parted ways. No kisses or hugs. No contact at all, in fact. And that was fine with me. I was too pissed to fake pleasantries.

      “Text me later,” she said, climbing into her car, not even looking back as I stood with my hand gripping the button on my trunk.

      Whatever.

      After putting my luggage in the car, I drove out of my parking garage into the street, realizing I hadn’t even looked out my window before leaving on this trip. It was snowing. Hard. But I didn’t care. I needed to get to the resort and blow off some steam. More snow just meant there’d be more on Mount Rainier for all of us to enjoy.

      On a good day, the drive from Seattle would take me about an hour and a half. But after driving for two hours, I’d barely just gotten out of the city. I called Peter.

      “Yo, how much snow are we supposed to get?”

      “Nothing major, but I guess the storm could be turning. Where are you?”

      “I just got out of the city a few minutes ago. The farther I go, the heavier this shit is.”

      “Maren just looked it up. She said it’s supposed to calm down within the hour. I guess you just left a little too early.”

      “Lucky me,” I sneered. “Oh well, I had to get outta there anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t really feel like talking about it.”

      “You said I, not we.”

      Damn it. Peter was too smart for my own good.

      “You’re a quick one, McTavish. You got me; I’m flying solo. Again.”

      “Sorry, man. I swear we weren’t going to give her a hard time.”

      “Oh I know. She’s gonna have to shit or get off the pot, because she’s pissing me off, and my patience is getting thin. Really thin.”

      “I hear you. Listen, don’t let it ruin the trip, okay? We’re gonna have a great time. Maren’s taking forever to pack, but then we’ll be on our way after we drop off the cat.”

      “You’re boarding Big Tuna?” Peter’s cat was old, fluffy, and sweet as hell. I wasn’t a cat person, but I loved Big Tuna.

      “Nah, just taking him to my folks. He hates being alone, and they’ll spoil him rotten.”

      “Sounds like your parents.” Heavy snowflakes came down fast and furious against the windshield and I grimaced, gripping the wheel. “Okay, man, I’d better watch the road. It’s coming down real heavy.”

      “Oh wait. Hold on. Maren wants to talk to you real quick.”

      Oh Lord, if Maren had something to say, that could only mean one thing.

      Lyra was coming on our ski trip.

      Lyra, Maren’s best friend and my arch nemesis—we drove each other crazy and could barely handle being in the same room without bickering. If Trupti was coming, I wouldn’t give Lyra a second thought. We’d be in our own little bubble, doing our thing. But now… Now I had to deal with one of my least favorite people on Earth. For four freaking days.

      “So…” Maren began, I could picture her smiling on the other end of the line.

      “What?” I was already irritated.

      “Lyra’s taking the shuttle and is almost to the resort. She said she’s about fifteen minutes away.”

      “And?”

      “And so, it’ll probably just be the two of you in the suite before the rest of us get there.”

      “What about Scott and Allison?”

      “They’re getting in later tonight. Scott had to work.”

      I huffed into the phone. “What the fuck, Mare? Why didn’t you guys give me a heads-up? I would’ve waited, stayed home awhile. Shit, I would’ve gone to a coffee shop for three hours…or five.”

      “C’mon, Dev.” Maren sighed into the phone, but I shook my head, feeling defiant. First Trupti and now this. I had zero patience left.

      “What? I’d do just about anything to avoid being stuck with her. You know this.” And she did. Maren knew almost better than anyone just how badly Lyra and I got under one another’s skin. The feeling of disdain was totally and completely mutual. Lyra despised me just as much, if not more, than I did her.

      Maren’s tone softened. “It’ll just be a few hours. We’ll get there as soon as we can. Besides, you two can tolerate one another for a little while, can’t you?”

      “Highly doubtful.”

      “Dev!”

      “Fine. I can handle the Mistress of Evil for a few hours, I guess. Pretty sure I packed my earbuds… Maybe I’ll just tune her out until you arrive.”

      “That’s the spirit,” she deadpanned, and a chuckle escaped my mouth. I loved irritating Maren. She was such a sweetheart, but if you crossed her too far, look out! She was cute when she was mad, though, and so I loved to poke and prod and get her to that breaking point. And even at her worst, she was nothing compared to the headstrong piece of work that was her best friend.

      “I gotta go, Mare. All this talk of Lyra is really upsetting, and the last thing I need is to get into an accident due to emotional distress,” I teased, a wicked grin on my face as I watched my windshield wipers flip back and forth, squeaking softly against the glass as the large snowflakes continued to land in heaps on the glass.

      “You’re such an ass, but we love you. Be safe, and we’ll see you soon.”

      I gripped the wheel and exhaled, mentally preparing for Lyra Castillo, utter pain in my ass.
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      “The roads look pretty rough, folks. It’s going to be a bit longer than the itinerary suggests. Please be patient and know that we’ll get you there as quickly and as safely as we can.”

      People around me groaned and grumbled, but I smiled down at my book, knowing I had more time to escape into the story I was currently obsessed with. I’d read every word Jane Austen had ever uttered, but every time I reached the end of a story, she left me craving more. And so I was rereading my favorite book of all time, Pride & Prejudice. Again. And pretending I was a member of the Bennet family, losing myself in every page, in every word.

      My mother had two names for me…soñadora was the first…and the one I heard most often. I was a dreamer, a fantasy chaser, the one who’d written her happily ever after back in chapter 3. But real life never seemed to measure up to the fictional characters I’d read about, and so my actual happily ever after seemed unattainable. Rather than pout about it, I’d followed my true passion—books.

      Happily reading while the others on the Brighton Resort shuttle grumbled and complained, my phone buzzed from my purse at my feet. I smiled when I saw my best friend, Maren’s name on the screen, but scowled when I read the content of her message.

      

      -Don’t kill me, but Dev will be getting there soon after you….and Peter and I are running late. His cat puked right before it was time to go. Took forever to clean it up.

      -Ugh. You have to stop sneaking him people food!

      -I know. Peter already gave me a lecture.

      -But Dev, seriously? Is he bringing his girlfriend at least? I haven’t met her yet.

      -Neither have I, but no, she can’t make it.

      -Can’t or won’t?

      -You decide.

      I needed a smirking emoji. Badly.

      -Just get here quickly, okay? I’m not feeling all warm and fuzzy toward Dev lately.

      -When have you ever?

      -LOL good point, I guess.

      -But, yes, we’ll get there as soon as we can.

      

      I glanced out the window of the shuttle bus, barely able to see the trees as we drove by. The snow was coming down hard and the air was thick, as if the window was covered with a sheet of vellum paper. But it wasn’t. It was snow. Just snow.

      For a moment, I panicked, imagining Maren and Peter getting stuck in the snow, unable to make the trip, leaving me alone with Dev for days.

      We’d kill each other.

      Lord, don’t make me take a life this weekend. It’d be a shitty way to start the new year.

      Dev was one of Peter’s best friends and, since Maren and I were so tight, we’d been forced together more times than I could count. He was gorgeous, yes. But I’d never met another soul who could get under my skin as quickly as Dev Modi. He was a pill. And he loved to push every button I had, and he did it with pride. If being a douchebag was an Olympic sport, Dev would win the gold. Every. Single. Time. And I proudly told him as much.

      Now before you start feeling sorry for the guy, I was under no misapprehension that Dev thought highly of me. Oh no. His opinion of me was just as low. He called me a pain in the ass and a stubborn piece of work every opportunity he was given. And he had a lot of opportunities. He and my mother had that in common.

      My mother called me a dreamer, yes, but she also called me a chica obstinada or stubborn girl. She loved to regale family members of stories of my willful, headstrong childhood. How when I was three years old, I became obsessed with The Wizard of Oz and demanded that everyone in the family refer to me as Dorothy. I imagined myself as Dorothy Gale and expected everyone to refer to me as my new favorite character. My father happily called me by my new moniker. Frank L. Baum was one of his favorite authors, and he took it as an opportunity to introduce me to the classic books. But my mother? She refused. Totally refused. Instead, she would flick her wrist, roll her eyes, and call me chica obstinada. I was three.

      Gee, I wonder where I get it.

      I could only hope that my time alone with Dev would be limited and that Maren and Peter would arrive just in time to break up whatever argument we’d gotten ourselves into so we could retreat to separate corners.

      “I can’t remember the last time it snowed like this,” the woman next to me said to herself. I wondered if she was expecting me to respond. Reluctantly, I glanced up from my book, making eye contact and raising both eyebrows, pressing my lips together.

      “How about you?” she asked with a hesitant smile. I closed my book and nodded.

      “It’s been a while,” I said in agreement. She looked slightly familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Maybe she’d been to Maren’s shop, The Lit Wick. When I worked for Maren, I interacted with hundreds of faces, so it wasn’t unheard of for me to find people familiar with absolutely no reason to do so.

      “I hope my husband can make it to the resort,” she said, looking slightly anxious as she tucked her blond hair behind her ear. She was petite, her features delicate. I wanted to put her in my pocket, she was so cute.

      “Why isn’t he with you?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “Work. We’re meeting there.” She shifted in her seat, like she didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Oh,” I said, unsure of what to say next. I didn’t even know this person’s name; I wasn’t about to be her therapist.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to get weird. I, uh…I don’t talk about what he does very often, but he’s on tour.”

      “A musician?” I asked, intrigued.

      She nodded. “Leo Nash.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, bewildered. “Sorry, I mean… I’m going to try to play it cool, but I know I’ll fail miserably. I’ve been a Nash fan for-ev-er.”

      She laughed, extending her hand. “Sam.”

      “Lyra. I thought you looked familiar. I’ve probably seen you in a few gossip rags.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me,” she said with a laugh. “And it’s nice to meet you too. Thanks for the distraction. I’m not a big fan of snow.”

      “Me neither. I mean, I love to ski but hate driving in it.”

      “Same.”

      “So, he’s on tour, huh?”

      “Yeah, he’s meeting me for New Year’s but then has to get back to it.”

      “Why aren’t you with him?”

      “Good question. I just had a lot to do back at home this time around. Knowing me, though, I’ll end up on a plane in a few weeks.” She laughed.

      If I was married to Leo Nash, you couldn’t keep me away. That man is unbelievably sexy.

      “What about you? Are you meeting someone at the resort?”

      “A bunch of us, yeah. We’re gonna ring in the new year. Skiing, cocktails, all that good stuff. We’re renting one of the suites.”

      “So are we!” Sam said with a wide grin. “I bet we’ll probably run into each other.”

      I smiled. “I hope so.”

      A half hour later, we finally rolled into the front entrance of Brighton Resort, and the entire bus erupted in applause for our driver, who’d gotten us there safely without any hiccups. Once I saw the large, modern building, my pulse slowed knowing that I’d soon be resting comfortably, book in hand, in our suite.

      Sam and I had exchanged cell numbers in case we wanted to meet at the bar for a drink later in the afternoon. I was relieved to have an escape hatch from Dev in the event that Maren, Peter, as well as Allison and Scott were all later than planned. Leo wasn’t arriving until morning, so she welcomed the company too.

      After checking in at the front desk, I took the elevator up to the top floor of the resort and smelled the fresh scent of pine as I pulled my suitcase behind me. I reached the Bingley Suite, and as I entered the large space and turned on the lights, I was taken by the rustic charm of the expansive suite that resembled a log cabin in the woods. Not only did it have a huge kitchen, two fireplaces, and four bedrooms, there was a hot tub on our private deck and a cozy living area with couches and armchairs.

      I decided to let the couples enjoy the two bedrooms with king-sized beds and placed my luggage in the room closest to the living area. It had a queen bed, two nightstands, and a large bureau. Shedding my coat, scarf, and hat, I tossed them onto the bed and grabbed my book, plopping down on one of the inviting armchairs, settling back in with Mr. Darcy.

      I could definitely get used to this place.

      Bang.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Startled awake, I jumped in my seat, my heart racing as I realized someone was pounding on the door. And I’d fallen asleep on the all too comfortable chair.

      “Lyra!”

      Dev. Shit.

      Tossing my book aside, I ran a hand through my thick hair and darted toward the door, opening it to see a very annoyed, very disheveled Dev.

      “It’s about the time. What the hell?” He shook his head and plowed past me into the suite.

      “Nice to see you too, Dev.”

      He stopped, placed his hands on his hips, and raised both eyebrows. “Are you serious right now? I’ve been banging on that door for five minutes. What were you doing?” He paused, got a wicked grin on his face and continued, “Oh, never mind. Sorry to interrupt your, uh, private time.”

      “Ugh.” I slammed the door and rolled my eyes. “You’re gross.”

      “Well, obviously you were….indisposed.” He wiggled his eyebrows as he took off his coat and tossed it to the floor. With a huff, I grabbed it and put it on the nearest barstool in the dining area.

      “I fell asleep, Dev. Seriously, get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “Impossible, sorry. And besides, your hair is all messed up. You’re frazzled. What am I supposed to think?”

      “I’m not entertaining this conversation,” I said, walking past him and his devilish grin.

      “Ah, you love it,” he said with a wink. “Wow, this place is sick!”

      “I thought you’d been here before.”

      “Um, no,” he said, suddenly serious. “My people don’t ski.”

      My head jerked back involuntarily, and I sneered at his generalization. “That may be the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said. And believe me, that’s saying something.”

      Dev waved me away. “I’m just playing, girl. Chill out!”

      “So you do ski?”

      He winked again. “I’m probably the best skier you know.”

      “Nice.”

      He didn’t even notice me rolling my eyes as he turned to continue exploring all of the rooms. When he grabbed his luggage and pulled it toward one of the larger bedrooms that I had avoided, I stopped him.

      “Wait, those are for the couples.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “They have king-sized beds.”

      “What’s your point?”

      I rolled my eyes, walking toward him and pointing inside the enormous room. “C’mon, don’t be an inconsiderate ass.”

      “Too late.”

      “Fine.” I shrugged, walking away. “You’ll have to deal with them when they get here.”

      “Until then, this room is mine,” he said, placing his luggage inside the room. “Holy shit, come and see this bathroom!”

      Humoring him, I walked into the room, and my mouth dropped when I saw the bathroom that was larger than the entire room I was staying in. A huge soaker tub, an open shower with six shower heads, a large rustic vanity with two sinks, mirrors, and wrought iron light fixtures. In a word—gorgeous.

      “I think you’d better pick up your bottom lip.” He chuckled. “You dropped it back there on my travertine floors.”

      “Shut up.” I pushed his arm and crossed mine, taking in the sight of the room. “It’s just a bathroom.”

      “And you’re just jealous you didn’t think to take it for yourself. You still have time to grab the other one. It’s probably just like this.”

      “I’ll survive.”

      “Suit yourself,” he said, climbing into the enormous soaker tub. He laced his hands together and placed them behind his head as he stretched out. “Ahhhh. Luxury.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      Our phones buzzed at the same time. We looked down at our screens and simultaneously groaned. My stomach dropped to my knees as Dev and I glanced up from our phones.

      “This can’t be happening,” I said, my brow knitted.

      Dev dropped his arms to his sides and looked up at the ceiling. “Fuck me.”

      My thoughts exactly.
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      “An avalanche?”

      “Yep,” Peter said on the other end of the line. “State troopers were out directing traffic. They sent us back the way we came. No idea when the road will clear. This storm isn’t letting up like we thought it would.”

      “So, what, you’ll get here tomorrow?” I glanced at Lyra, who was pacing the living area, talking to Maren.

      “I mean, we’ll try, but I can’t make any promises, man. This storm is bad, and now they’re calling for at least eight inches overnight.”

      Lyra yelled from the other room, “I can’t believe that damn cat is screwing me! Right in the ass!”

      “What is she talking about?” I asked Peter, smiling at Lyra, who was clearly unhinged. Luckily, she didn’t see me enjoying her torment, or I was liable to get my face clawed off.

      “What do you mean?” Peter asked.

      “Why is Lyra yelling about a cat?”

      “Oh. Yeah, that’s why we’re late. Big Tuna got sick; had to clean up the house before leaving.”

      “Ahh,” I said with a chuckle, enjoying Lyra’s mania for a brief minute before seeing my own potential misery in the situation. The idea of spending twenty-four hours with Lyra was enough to grate on my nerves, but if Peter couldn’t get to the resort at all…oh man. The shit was gonna hit.

      “You gonna be okay?” Peter asked with a laugh. “With Lyra, I mean.”

      “Doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice now, does it?” I asked, bitterness settling in already.

      “Guess not.”

      “Why does it feel like I’m going to be cursing your cat soon myself?”

      He laughed. It was an uncomfortable laugh, as we both knew that bitterness was going to, for lack of a better word, snowball. “Hang in there, okay? If we can get in tomorrow, we’ll definitely try.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “I don’t know, man… There’s a bar in the hotel. Just do your best. Listen, it’s really coming down now, so I gotta go. I have no idea how long it’s going to take us to get back to the city. I’ll be in touch, okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’d better hear from you tomorrow, Pete.”

      “I hear you…loud and clear. Go get a drink.”

      I ended the call, put my phone back in my pocket, and walked to the doorframe, leaning against the wood as Lyra sat on the couch, head in hands.

      “I can’t believe this,” she said. “I didn’t even want to come on this stupid trip.”

      “Then why did you?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Maren convinced me. And now I want to strangle her.”

      I laughed to myself. It was kinda funny when Lyra’s attitude was directed at someone else. Usually it was only aimed at me.

      “Well, I mean, we’re stuck here. The resort only has one entrance, so if they can’t get in, we sure as hell can’t get out.”

      Lyra sat up and rolled her eyes, sitting back on the chair with arms crossed in front of her. “Wow, thanks for the mansplaining… I had no idea.”

      “Look, we’re gonna be here awhile. Do you think you could ease up on the attitude, Castillo?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t think so, Modi.”

      The thing about Lyra was that she was gorgeous. I mean, hot as hell. The first time I met her, I hit on her. I had no shame at all—Trup and I had broken up and I was hooking up with girls left and right. When I met her, I felt this bolt of lightning and I tried my best to impress her. I failed. And since then, I’d put her in this box. A box I’d never open again, because I knew better. And since then, her looks no longer affected me. She was just a girl with a serious attitude problem. And my problem was I had to be around her all the time because our friends were madly in love and building a future together. I decided to extend a small olive branch in the hopes of surviving the weekend with someone I avoided whenever possible.

      “Well, I’m gonna go get a drink. Wanna come?” I asked, forcing myself to sound neutral. If Lyra thought I was being a smart-ass in any way, she’d reject my invitation. She paused for a moment, then tipped her head to the side.

      “What do you think?” she deadpanned, raising her eyebrows and looking at me like I was a total moron.

      Oh well, I tried. Won’t be doing that again.

      “Suit yourself. You can sit here and wallow all by yourself. I, on the other hand, am gonna go let off some steam.”

      Lyra’s cheeks grew red and her nostrils flared. “I swear to God, Dev, if you bring some random girl back to this room, I will nail your ass to the wall.”

      “Promise?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      “Dev!”

      “Oh chill out, girl. I’m just playin’. Besides, I’m with Trup. You know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She rose from the chair. “Still…I wouldn’t put it past you.”

      I placed a hand on my heart and dramatically threw my head back as if I’d been shot. “Promise me you’ll be this pleasant when I return?”

      “Ugh, shut up!” She grabbed a pillow from the couch and chucked it at me. I blocked it and chuckled. She rolled her eyes again and retreated into her room.

      “Always a pleasure, Lyra,” I said, shaking my head and raising my voice slightly so she could hear me. “Now where are the other key cards? Front desk said you took them all.”

      “Kitchen counter,” she yelled from her room.

      I walked across the room, grabbed a card, and walked out the door without another word. I needed an escape, even if it was only for a short time.
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        * * *

      

      “That sounds awful,” the blond said as she swirled her drink. I think her name was Holly…or maybe Polly. Something like that.

      “I know. She’s a pill…but what can you do? Hopefully the storm will blow over soon.”

      She gritted her pearly white teeth. “It’s not supposed to. Could be a long weekend. At least we can ski, right?”

      “Right,” I said, pressing my lips into a thin line.

      I’d never skied. Not once. And I wasn’t planning to do it for the first time in a snowstorm—especially since I lied and told Lyra I was great at it.

      Not sure why I did that.

      Holly/Polly polished off her drink and placed her martini glass on the heavy wood bar. She jumped to her feet and grabbed her purse from the back of her barstool. “Look, my friends and I are gonna grab some dinner. Do you want to join us?”

      “Nah, that’s okay. I think I’ll stay here for a bit.”

      “All right. Well, it was nice to meet you, Dan.”

      “Um, it’s Dev.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.”

      I guess I deserved that, Holly/Polly.

      “No worries. Take care.” I raised my glass to her and gave her a wink. She blushed and walked to a corner booth, joining a group of girlfriends who were just as cute as she was. If I was still single, I’d be following close behind.

      I grabbed my phone and texted Trupti.

      

      -Stuck at resort. Avalanche. Peter & Maren couldn’t make it here in time so I’m stuck with ‘She who shall not be named.’ Wish you were here.

      

      If I was honest with myself, though, I wasn’t missing Trupti as much as I thought I would be. Hell, I was missing Peter more than Trupti. As much as I cared for Trup, and as much as I’d always wanted a future with her, her flakiness was grating on my nerves. And if I was honest with myself, I knew there was a reason for her hesitance to be a part of my life in any real way. She claimed to want my parents to know, but she knew there was a simple way to make that happen. Spend some time with my friends, prove she was all in. Until then, I was holding back—and I could feel a wall building between us. A wall that I would have fought tooth and nail to destroy just two years ago. But today…today I found myself looking the other way as each new brick was added to it.

      

      My phone buzzed with Trupti’s response.

      -That stinks. I’m sorry. I know you can’t stand her.

      -Drowning my sorrows at the bar.

      -Try not to overdo it, Dev. You’re not known for your alcohol tolerance.

      -Gee, thanks, Trup.

      I put the phone down for a second, rolling my eyes with a sigh.

      -Sorry, just being honest.

      -Yeah, well, I guess I’ll update you tomorrow.

      -It’s fine. You can just tell me all about it when you get back. I’ve got a lot on my plate.

      -Wtf, Trup? A lot on your plate? You can’t spare a few minutes to text me? Aren’t you the least bit concerned that I’m stuck in a hotel room with another woman?

      -Whatever. Lyra doesn’t concern me.

      -Wow, okay. So what is it then? What flew up your ass?

      -Let’s not get into it now.

      -What are you trying to say?

      -Nothing. I’m just upset about earlier, that’s all.

      -Well, maybe we have that in common.

      -Maybe we do.

      

      I put my phone back in my pocket, knowing that was the end of the conversation. We were at a standstill. I ordered another drink, watching the football game on the big screen above the bar. I ordered another drink and then another. My phone buzzed. A text from Peter.

      

      -How you holding up?

      -Meh.

      -Did you get a drink?

      -Uhhh….half a dozen.

      -Lyra has vomit-phobia.

      -Oh…does she now? Maybe I’ll have a few more…

      -Dev, play nice. The road definitely won’t be cleared by morning, but we’re going to try to head back tomorrow night.

      -Be real. You’re not coming, are you?

      -Not sure, but we’ll do our best.

      -And Scott?

      Peter didn’t respond right away and, not being a moron, I knew exactly what that meant.

      -They decided to stay home. Allison hates snowstorms and we’re getting much more than they’d predicted.

      -Shocker! But wtf? How much more snow are we supposed to get?

      -They just increased it again—about a foot overnight and possibly another foot tomorrow.

      -Shit, dude. I won’t be seeing you, will I?

      Another pause.

      -Pete!

      -Dev, all I can do is try. And you’ll just have to make the best of it if we can’t make it.

      -With Lyra? Impossible.

      -She’s not that bad!

      -You keep saying that and yet I have to call bullshit…again!

      -I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?

      -Sure, fine.

      

      When the game ended, I hauled my tipsy ass back to the suite. Lyra was reading in the same armchair I found her in when I first arrived.

      “If you’re not careful, that chair is going to have a permanent indent of your ass.” I let out a burp and a laugh.

      “Lovely,” Lyra said, returning her attention to her book. “Just so you know, I’m not holding your hair back if you puke.”

      “Um, I have short hair, so no assistance needed, thank you very much,” I said and let out a hiccup. A pleasant smell wafted my way and I inhaled deeply. “Mmmm, what is that?”

      “One of Maren’s candles, cranberry and pine.”

      “You travel with candles?” I asked, thinking that was one of the most absurd things I’d ever heard.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, that’s weird, don’t you think? That’s like traveling with air freshener. Do you do that too?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “You’re even stranger than I thought, Lyra Castillo.”

      “Why don’t you go sleep it off? This conversation is boring me to tears.”

      “Always a pleasure, Lyra.”

      “Wish I could say the same.” She gave me the fakest smile imaginable, then pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes. Lyra wasn’t playing.

      I put my arms up in surrender. “Message received, okay?”

      She looked down at her book. “You may go now.”

      “You don’t have to be a bitch.”

      She slammed her book shut. “What did you call me?”

      “You heard me,” I sneered, tipping my chin forward. “Look, we’re stuck here. It’s obvious that Pete and Maren aren’t gonna make it. And look, I’m just as pissed about it as you are, but you don’t have to be a pain in the ass. So just calm your tits, all right?”

      “Screw you, Dev.” She rose from the chair, book in hand, and grabbed the candle glowing from the coffee table. She scowled at me before walking to her room and slamming the door behind her.

      “Sweet dreams!” I yelled with a sardonic laugh before walking into my room and passing out, still fully clothed, on the enormous king-sized bed. It was soft and inviting, and I drifted off into a welcome and sleep.

      At least I could escape Lyra in my dreams.
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      I didn’t sleep well at all. Between my fight with Dev and knowing Maren probably would never make it to the resort, my head was spinning. I couldn’t relax. And so I’d tried to focus on my book, but found myself rereading the same paragraphs over and over as Dev’s words lingered in my head.

      You don’t have to be a bitch.

      Everyone has the name they hate to be called. And aside from stubborn and obstinate, bitch was mine. I was a strong, intelligent, and opinionated woman, and I hated how men felt so threatened by that—so threatened that they threw that word around like confetti.

      Pathetic.

      I’d heard it for years—usually when alcohol was involved, like the night before. And usually because of that fact, I could brush it off.

      So why couldn’t I brush it off with Dev?

      At first morning light, I grabbed my phone to text Maren and found about eight texts from my mother.

      -An avalanche?!?

      -Are you safe?

      -Why didn’t you call me?

      -Yes, I know you’re an adult, but you’re still my baby! CALL ME, LYRA!

      -It’s 3am and I haven’t slept at all….and it’s your fault.

      -Don’t make me call hospitals! Lyra!

      

      I laid back down and inhaled deeply, holding it for five seconds and exhaling slowly for another five. No one could raise my blood pressure like my mother.

      

      -Mom, I’m at the resort. You know this. We’re snowed in but I’m fine! Why are you panicking?

      -I’m an old woman, you can’t make me worry like this! Selfish girl!

      -Mom, relax! I’m here, I’m safe and I’ll let you know when I’m able to go home, okay?

      -I almost bought a plane ticket to Seattle!

      -What good would that have done? The roads are blocked here, you’d just be stuck too!

      No response. Maybe she’d relax enough to let it drop.

      Seizing an opportunity of silence, I texted Maren.

      

      -Give me some good news please.

      It was still ridiculously early, so I knew she and Peter weren’t even awake yet. I sighed and climbed out of bed, pulling on my warmest pair of plaid pajama pants and slippers. With a yawn, I walked into the living area and was surprised to see Dev sitting on the couch, looking down at his phone.

      “Do me a favor, would you?”

      “What?” I asked, startled.

      “Silence your damn phone. Who the hell is texting you this early anyway?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t ask.”

      “Lovers’ quarrel?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Dev nodded toward the phone in my hand. “The texts.”

      “Hardly.”

      “Oh, I forgot, nobody’s good enough for Queen Lyra.”

      “It’s way too early for me to handle you,” I said with a scoff and a yawn as I turned my back to him and walked into the kitchenette. The smell of freshly roasted coffee drifted toward me, and I let out a satisfied sigh.

      “Coffee’s already brewing. It’ll be up soon,” Dev said from the couch.

      “Thanks,” I said impassively, searching the cabinet for a mug. Acknowledging his olive branch of a pot of coffee, I grabbed one for him too. The last few drips of the coffee plopped into the pot.

      “Creamer?” I asked.

      Dev hopped up from his seat. “No, it’s fine, I got it.”

      “I promise I can handle it,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

      Dev approached, wearing a fluffy white bathrobe. “Where did you get that?”

      “My bathroom.” He shrugged, extending his hand for the mug. “What, you don’t have one? Told ya you should’ve taken one of the big rooms. You snooze, you lose.”

      “Whatever,” I said, pouring an individual container of hazelnut creamer into my coffee.

      “Sugar?” Dev asked after plopping two cubes into his mug.

      “Two, please.”

      After he gingerly placed two cubes into my steaming cup, I watched to see if he would do something special with his morning beverage—something another human couldn’t possibly handle. Nope.

      “Seriously? That’s it?”

      “What?” he asked incredulously.

      “Two sugar cubes? Pretty sure I could have dropped those in for ya.”

      He shrugged but said nothing.

      “Seriously, what’s your deal?”

      “I just like to do it myself. Stop making it a thing.”

      “It’s not a thing. I just don’t get it,” I said before blowing on the rim of my mug. Steam floated up to reach my nose, and I took a tentative sip, bracing myself for the heat. I was never a fan of steaming hot coffee. I usually preferred to have it cool down a bit before drinking, but my conversation with Dev was stressing me out already. I needed this coffee.

      My phone pinged. It was Maren…and it was not good news.

      “Ugh, roads are still closed and it’s still coming down hard. Two inches in the last hour. They’re not even going to attempt to clear them until it stops.”

      Dev groaned. “And when will that be?”

      “Who the hell knows,” I said, placing my phone in my pocket and taking another sip.

      “Well, looks like you’re stuck with me.” Dev wiggled his eyebrows. “Whatever shall we do?”

      “Ugh, you’re gross.”

      He walked to the window and pulled back the heavy curtain. “Seriously, though, it’s coming down hard, I can barely see across the courtyard. We can’t ski. What else is there to do in this place?”

      “Besides drinking?”

      He raised one wicked eyebrow. “I’m down for a Bloody Mary.”

      “Gross.”

      “You need to work on that attitude, Lyra. Seriously.”

      I placed a hand over my chest dramatically. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You’re a piece of work. C’mon, I’m trying to make the best of this. Don’t be a pill.”

      I put my mug on the counter and raised both arms in surrender. “Fine, okay, I’m sorry.” Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a stack of brochures and pamphlets for the hotel and surrounding town. I sorted through them, knowing that most activities revolved around skiing or leaving the resort, both of which were not an option. I plopped them all back on the counter and shrugged.

      “All right, you win. Let’s get a drink.”

      “Or five.”

      I glared at him.

      “What? You’re not exactly making me want to work toward sobriety.”

      I ignored his comment and took another sip of coffee. “The restaurant downstairs just opened. I bet they have better coffee than this.”

      “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      “How can you eat pancakes with a Bloody Mary?” I asked, my stomach churning as I watched him smother his pancakes with steaming maple syrup. He laughed and grabbed his fancy cocktail glass, taking a long, dramatic sip from his straw.

      “Mmmmm.” He lifted his cloth napkin from his lap and dabbed the corners of his mouth.

      “Lovely.” I rolled my eyes and took a small bite of crispy bacon. Dev nodded toward my hand.

      “You should send that back.”

      “Why?”

      “They overcooked it.”

      “I like it crispy.”

      “Gross.” He set down his Bloody Mary and scooped up a large piece of pancake. “It needs to be soft, so you can actually taste the meat.”

      “Enjoy your tomato juice-covered pancakes.”

      “Whatever.”

      “You know it’s funny—”

      “What is?” he asked, placing both elbows on the table and leaning forward.

      “We’re so different, you and me. I bet we have very little in common.”

      “Clearly not our breakfast food choices.”

      “Exactly,” I said with a nod.

      “What else?”

      “What are your hobbies?”

      “What is this, a blind date?”

      “Would you just go with it… It’s going to be a long four days. What’s your favorite movie?”

      “The Big Lebowski,” he said with a smirk.

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I asked.

      “Have you seen it?”

      “Once, I think… It was okay.”

      “You just didn’t get it. When you get it, it’s brilliant.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “And what’s your favorite, or are you too snooty for movies, Miss Library?”

      “Shut up.” I broke off a piece of bacon and threw it on his plate. He grabbed it and popped it in his mouth. “Of course I like movies. I love movies.”

      “So…let me guess. You probably like something snooty like The English Patient… No, wait…Jane Austen, right? You’re obsessed with her.”

      About a year ago, Dev hit on me pretty hard. He learned about my Jane Austen obsession and made all kinds of cracks about reading the books to get me to sleep with him. A huge argument broke out between us, and we’d been pseudo enemies ever since. So his mention of Jane brought back a little bit of tension between us.

      “I love the books…not the movies.”

      “Oh right,” he said, leaning back into the leather cushion of the booth. “Let me guess, they didn’t get any of them quite right, huh?”

      I swallowed hard and looked away, knowing he was absolutely right. I hated all the Jane Austen movies I’d seen…except for Clueless. That one was perfection. And Bridget Jones’s Diary was tolerable, but only because of Colin Firth.

      “Anyway,” I said, attempting to move past the Jane Austen tension that loomed above our table. “You’ll never guess my favorite, so I’ll just tell you.”

      “Oh please do,” he said with a sarcastic chuckle.

      “The Wizard of Oz.”

      “For real?” He sneered a bit.

      “What?”

      “I guess I’m just surprised. I know it’s a classic and all, but don’t you think it’s kinda boring?”

      “I’ve loved it since I was three.”

      “Ugh, and the songs,” he groaned.

      I pointed my fork at him. “Watch it. Those songs give me life.”

      “All I hear is a whiny white girl who shouldn’t let her dog bite old ladies. You know that whole movie could’ve been avoided if she was just a better pet owner.”

      My mouth dropped as I stared at him. “You’re unreal.”

      “Hear me out, c’mon. If Toto hadn’t bit that witchy neighbor or whoever she was—”

      “Mrs. Gulch.”

      “Sure.” He nodded, lacing his hands together above his plate. “If he hadn’t bit her, Dorothy wouldn’t have run away, and so when the storm came, she’d be safe inside the storm cellar. The end.” He took a huge bite of soggy pancakes, looking all too proud of himself.

      “For someone who hates the movie, you’ve obviously given this an awful lot of thought.”

      His cheeks reddened a bit as he chewed. “I just tell it like it is.”

      I laughed under my breath. “Sure you do.”

      “Okay, so I’m learning what topics to avoid with you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you get all defensive about Jane Austen, so that’s off the table. And apparently I can’t berate little Miss Dorothy or her dog. What is safe to discuss with you? Or do I just have to discover the landmines as I go?”

      “If this was a date, I’d be faking an emergency right now,” I deadpanned.

      “Aha, but you can’t, because you’re stuck with me.”

      “Yeah, I think you mentioned that already.”

      He took another bite of pancakes, looking smug.

      “Let’s see if I can find your off-limit topics… I mean, the first one is obvious, right?” His smile disappeared. “Ooh, I struck a nerve already, and I didn’t even say her name.”

      “I’m not talking about her.” His tone was cold, harsh. A small chill ran down my spine.

      Playful Dev has left the building.

      “Has anyone ever broken your heart? And I don’t mean crying-to-your-girlfriends-and-blasting-Taylor Swift’s-latest-break-up-song. I’m talking about someone ripping your freaking heart out, feeling like life-will-never-be-the-same-again kind of heartbreak. Has that ever happened?”

      Sweat formed on the back of my neck, and my pulse raced. I regretted turning a somewhat tolerable breakfast into a shitshow. I knew it when I brought her up—I was trying to bug him, but I didn’t expect this level of disdain.

      I really screwed up.

      “Look, Dev, I’m sorry—”

      “Answer the question,” he demanded, staring at me with bitter eyes. I hadn’t just struck a nerve. I’d struck every single one in his body.

      A cold knot formed in my stomach as I forced myself to answer. “No.”

      “Then you have no idea what you’re talking about.” He stood up and dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “See you back at the room.”

      “Wait, you didn’t even finish your pancakes.”

      “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      He walked away, and I felt like such an ass. Of course I’d had my share of relationships, and of course things had bothered me, some had even stuck with me and affected future relationships. But wasn’t that normal? And since I’d been out of college, no one had even come close to taking control of my heart. I’d been rather guarded in that respect. I’d never had the kind of heartbreak Dev confronted me about. And part of me was starting to wonder if I was even capable of such a thing. I sat in the booth for quite a while, thinking about what he said and how I’d hurt him more than I’d ever want to. We rattled each other’s cages. That was what we did. But this time I’d clearly struck a nerve, and the worst part was I’d done it on purpose. After I finished my coffee, I requested a to-go box for Dev’s pancakes.

      “Hey, Lyra, right?”

      I turned to see the petite blond from the shuttle bus. “Sam, hi. Good morning.”

      “This is crazy, right? The snow just keeps coming.”

      I sighed, the harsh reality of my situation becoming all too clear. “Yeah, it’s so strange.”

      “Leo can’t get in, obviously, so I’m a little stir-crazy.”

      “Same, girl. Same.” I nodded in solidarity.

      “Are you all by yourself?”

      “Actually, I’m here with a friend… I mean, I guess he’s a friend of a friend. I don’t know, really. Our real friends couldn’t get in.”

      You sound like a moron, Lyra.

      “Must be a little awkward.”

      “A little bit,” I said with a laugh.

      You don’t know the half of it, Sam. He’s a piece of work, a total pain in the ass, and I’m dreading going back to that room.

      “We don’t have much in common, unfortunately,” I said, knowing that if I unleashed all of my complaints about Dev, Sam would be running for the hills. I’d save it for Maren.

      “Want to wander the hotel with me a bit? See what there is to do around here?”

      “I’d love that.” I grabbed Dev’s pancake box. “I just need to drop this off first. Meet in the lobby in ten?”

      “You got it.”
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      I was pissed—so pissed that I stormed back to the room, slamming the door behind me and knocking the pile of brochures onto the floor before retreating into my room, slamming that door behind me as well.

      Fucking Lyra.

      Since the day I’d met her, she’d been nothing but a pain in my ass and a thorn in my side. I was bending over backward for her trying to be agreeable, trying to be nice. But it was never enough for her. She knew Trupti didn’t come with me to the resort; she knew it would be a sore spot when she brought it up. And I couldn’t understand why—for the first time maybe ever, we were actually having a decent conversation, and she had to go and ruin it.

      Three more days of this? How am I going to survive?

      My phone pinged—it was a text from Trupti, but I was in no mood to deal with her. I tossed my phone on the bed, laying down beside it, not even bothering to read the entire thing. I was too preoccupied, too angry, to focus my attention on her.

      Quickly, I grabbed my earbuds and popped them into my phone, searching through my playlists for one that would calm me down. I settled on my Harry Nilsson playlist. Nilsson was my dad’s favorite. Midnight Cowboy was one of the first movies he saw when he moved to the States, and Nilsson’s song, “Everybody’s Talkin’” captivated him. Ever since I was a boy, he played Nilsson records. He always said Nilsson and I were kindred spirits—quirky yet classic, odd but polished and refined.

      I clicked on my playlist, and Spotify asked if I wanted to add his version of “Over the Rainbow” to my list.

      “Hell no,” I grumbled, deleting the option. “Fuck you, Spotify.”

      Settling into “I Guess the Lord Must Be in New York City,” the first song on the playlist, I took a long and deep breath, trying to purge that woman from my brain. My stomach growled, and I was reminded of the pancakes I’d left behind, wishing I’d been smart enough to grab the damn plate and bring them back here. I was still hungry, but there was no way I was going back to that restaurant—at least not until Lyra came back to the room.

      That would be my new plan—when she was here, I’d find somewhere else to be, even if it meant hanging out in the gift shop or wandering the damn halls. Anything not to be confined with her. Hell, I’d set up shop at the bar downstairs, bring my laptop down, and stay there until they forced me out.

      My phone pinged again.

      

      -You’re snowed in. How busy can you possibly be?

      

      I rolled my eyes at Trupti’s latest text, took a deep breath, and replied. If I didn’t, I’d never hear the end of it.

      

      -I thought you were working, why do you have so much time to text me?

      -Stop it, Dev. I feel bad about our fight, let’s talk about it.

      -Not in the mood. Sorry.

      -Dev!

      -What do you want from me, Trup?

      -I don’t know.

      -Exactly.

      

      My phone’s definitely going to ring.

      3…2….

      I let it ring four times before finally answering. I didn’t even bother to say hello—I knew she’d start right in.

      And she didn’t skip a beat. “So, what? You’re not going to talk to me the whole time you’re gone?”

      “Hey,” I shrugged, looking up at the crisp white ceiling, “you chose not to come. If you were here, I’d be talking.”

      “Don’t be like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “It’s like you don’t even care that we’re fighting.”

      “Well, maybe I just don’t have the energy for it.”

      “Nice.”

      “Look, I’m stuck here with Lyra. It’s been less than twenty-four hours and she’s already pissing me off. The last thing I need is to fight with you too.”

      “What happened?”

      I sighed. “I really don’t want to talk about it, especially not with you.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I bit down on my lower lip, trying not to lose my shit on Trupti. The sound of the door of our suite opening caught my attention. For just a second I let myself be hopeful—thinking that maybe Peter or Scott had made it to the resort after all. After hearing it close again in less than a minute, I knew it was probably just Lyra.

      At least she was gone again.

      Trupti let out an exasperated groan. “Dev? Hello? I asked you a question.”

      “Forget about it, okay? I’ll call you back later. I just need to chill.”

      Her voice was soft. “Promise?”

      A small pang of guilt sank in my stomach. “Yeah, sure.”

      I ended the call and tossed my phone on the bed. Closing my eyes, I drifted off into a preoccupied sleep.

      About an hour later, I woke up, just as hungry as I was before my phone call. Pulling myself off the bed, I decided to check the kitchen for snacks.

      Instinctively, I opened the refrigerator and was surprised to see a takeout box. For a second, I thought whoever stayed here before us had left it behind and housekeeping had overlooked it. But then I noticed the message written in ballpoint pen.

      

      TRUCE?

      -L

      

      Opening the container, I found the rest of my pancakes and large plastic containers filled with syrup. As annoyed as I was with her, I was touched by the gesture. My stomach growled in anticipation as I opened the cabinet to grab a plate. After heating them in the microwave, I took a seat on one of the leather upholstered barstools.

      Just as I was dousing my pancakes with the syrup Lyra had included in the box, I heard the key card click in the door. Lyra froze in place when she saw me, her smile fading as our eyes locked in place.

      “Oh good, you found them,” she said as she quietly closed the door.

      “Yeah, that was, um….that was nice of you. Thanks.”

      Lyra shrugged, looking away for a second. “I mean, you hardly touched them. I figured you were hungry.”

      “I was starving,” I said with a small laugh. “And a truce sounds…well, it sounds okay to me.”

      Her face lit up more than I ever would have expected from Lyra. Her usual expressions were annoyance and absolute disgust whenever I opened my mouth.

      I guess she really feels bad.

      Normally I’d try to milk it, push her to see what other things I could manipulate her to do while she was motivated by her guilt. But I decided against it. Instead, I just ate my pancakes and offered her a genuine smile.

      She walked to the counter and pressed her hands into the granite. “So, I made this friend on the bus, and she and I just got back from wandering the hotel. We stopped at the front desk and got to talking with the concierge. Turns out the storm is taking a break.”

      “Really?” I asked with a mouthful of sugary pancakes.

      “Mmm-hmm,” she said with a playful grin. A dimple formed on her right cheek. I’d never noticed that.

      “Does that mean Pete and Maren can actually get here?”

      A crease formed between her eyes. “Well, no.”

      “Oh.” I took another bite in defeat.

      “But it does mean they’re opening a couple of the runs. Wanna show me your skills?”

      In a split second the pancakes in my gut felt like a thousand-pound weight.

      That’s right, you told her you were an awesome skier. Dumbass.

      “I don’t know,” I said, trying to sound casual, impassive. “I mean, you’ve never skied before, right? Not sure this is the best time to learn.”

      “I do have an awesome teacher at my disposal, right? You can show me the ropes.”

      Fuck.

      There was no way in hell I was going to lose the upper hand that I currently held with Lyra. And if I admitted to lying about my skiing ability, I knew that was exactly what would happen. So I went with it. Like an idiot.

      “Sure, yeah, but, uh…” I said, my pulse picking up speed. I cleared my throat and stood tall, not wanting to show concern or weakness or any of that shit. “We should definitely start on the bunny hill. With the storm and everything, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” Lyra said, her smile bright. But somehow I knew that smile would run the hell away from her face once she knew I was a phony. I could only hope she’d hate skiing, and I’d be off the hook. Either that or I could pray for more snow. A lot of it.

      “I’ll get changed,” she said, walking to her bedroom with an excited spring in her step.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered, taking one last bite of pancakes before dropping my fork to the plate and forcing myself to change my clothes and brave the slopes.

      It was surprisingly beautiful outside when we emerged from the lodge. The sky was surprisingly beautiful and the sun shined so bright that the untouched snow shimmered and sparkled.

      “Are we the only ones out here?” Lyra asked, looking around our immediate area.

      “Uh, maybe we should take that as a sign.”

      Lyra shook her head. “Nah, we’re just doing the bunny hill, right? Until I get comfortable.”

      Right.

      “It should be right over…” Lyra put on her sunglasses and turned to survey the area. “There!”

      For someone who made a habit of skiing, I was sure this hill would be a joke. The slope itself was remarkably gradual, and there was a rope to help you pull yourself back up to the top without falling. Slowly, Lyra and I made our way over to the hill—our feet thumping in the thick snow as we adjusted to walking in the giant metal appendages on our feet.

      Why the hell do people do this? Never in my life have I felt this physically awkward.

      “And look, we’re not the only ones. There’s a family already on the bunny hill.”

      “Lovely,” I muttered under my breath as I watched a five-year-old glide down the hill like it was nothing. If I was more of a positive person, watching that little ankle-biter master such a feat would make me feel better, more confident. But it didn’t, because I knew if I couldn’t do this, I’d be shown up by a kindergartener.

      “Did you say something?” Lyra asked, tilting her head to the side.

      “After you,” I said with a fake smile.

      We walked stiffly to the bottom of the bunny hill just as the little boy and his mom came flying down the hill, making it look easy.

      You just made my shit list, kid.

      “Go ahead,” I said, gesturing to the rope when we finally reached the bottom of the hill.

      “Any tips?”

      “Grab the rope and hold on as you walk up the hill.” I did my best to sound as sarcastic and belittling as possible so she wouldn’t doubt my skiing ability.

      “Okay, smart-ass. I was just asking.” Lyra moved her sunglasses down to the bridge of her nose. “And what the hell? We have a truce, remember?”

      I shook my head and wrinkled my nose in contrition. “Yeah, yeah. Sorry.”

      Just then, my cell rang from the pocket of my parka.

      “You brought your phone?” Lyra tilted her brow, looking at me in disbelief.

      “Yeah. I feel naked without it.”

      “Good lord.”

      I ripped my glove off and unzipped my pocket to grab my phone.

      “It’s Pete. I gotta take this,” I said as I maneuvered myself to turn around and walk a few steps away from Lyra.

      “Dev, c’mon.”

      “Two minutes!” I said, still thumping away in my skis. I needed a little bit of privacy.

      “Fine,” Lyra huffed.

      I answered Peter’s FaceTime call. “Pete!”

      “Wait, are you outside? Dev, where are you?”

      “Uh…” I turned the phone so he could see the slopes. “Just checking out the powder.”

      “Dude, you’re gonna break your neck!”

      “Keep your voice down. Lyra doesn’t know I’ve never skied.”

      My friend’s eyes widened, and he laughed behind his hand. “Well, it won’t take long for her to catch on.”

      “Shut it. Tell me what to do.”

      “Go back inside.”

      “I can’t! I promised her we’d do the bunny hill or some shit. We got in an argument, and we’re both trying to make nice, you know, since we’re stuck here.”

      “I see.”

      “So, what’s the prognosis, man? Are you coming or not?”

      “Not likely. The road up there is a disaster. And another storm is coming through in a few hours.”

      “So, what, you’re just gonna give up?”

      “No, but it’s time for you to accept that you have a couple more days with Lyra. And we’ll all hang out when you get back. And look, you’re skiing together, so you obviously haven’t killed each other yet.”

      “Yet being the operative word.” I turned back to look at Lyra, who now stood with her hands on her hips. I thought I saw her left ski make tiny thumping movements as she watched me in irritation. I chuckled under my breath. “Look, man, I gotta go. She’s giving me a death stare.”

      “Okay, text me once you’re back in your room…with all your limbs intact.”

      “Screw you, dude.”

      Pete laughed before ending the call.

      Dick.

      “Are you done, Lady Chatterly?” Lyra called over, her tone coolly disapproving. In spite of myself, I chuckled at her smart-ass comment.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with a response. Besides, you didn’t have to wait for me. You coulda been up and down the hill twice already.”

      “Ugh, you’re infuriating. So let me guess, they’re not coming.”

      “Doesn’t look good.”

      “Two more days…” Her voice drifted.

      “Don’t remind me,” I muttered.

      “Hey, truce.”

      I put my hands up in surrender. “Right, sorry.”

      “Okay, let’s do this.

      At my repeated insistence, Lyra was the first to grab the rope, and I followed close behind. Slowly we made our way up the gentle hill, reaching the top much more quickly than I would have liked. My nerves were on fire as I stood at the top of the slight slope. The five-year-old climbed up right behind me and went whooshing past us, flying down the hill. His mother reached the top and laughed in adoration. It took everything in me not to tell her and her kid to go to hell.

      “Ready?” Lyra asked, raising both eyebrows.

      “Ladies first.” I gestured toward the hill with my arm.

      “But this hill should be nothing to you. Can’t you show me how it’s done?”

      “Right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Just, uh, grab your poles and hold those at your sides.”

      “Like this?” Lyra said, placing her poles into the crunchy snow below.

      “Sure.”

      I have no fucking clue.

      I was a smart dude. I knew I could figure this out. Searching my brain for what seemed like the natural use of the poles and the skis, I just went with it. “And then use them to push off from the ground, then just, you know, glide down the hill. Keep your knees bent, you know, nimble and stuff.”

      “Okay, makes sense.” Lyra took a deep breath in through her nose and blew it out her mouth. A slight breeze drifted through her chocolate brown hair and my dick twitched.

      What the fuck?

      “Dev. Dev, hello!”

      Lyra startled me out of my daze. In disbelief, I stood at the top of that paltry hill, my mouth hanging open and my eyes blinking rapidly.

      “You look like you saw a ghost. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said, clearing my throat. “I—I’m fine. I just, uh…forgot about something I needed to do for work. I should probably get back soon.”

      “We don’t have to do this, you know.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Dev, it’s so obvious.”

      “What?”

      Lyra removed her sunglasses and tilted her head, pursing her lips in pity. I hated pity. “You’ve never skied before, have you?”

      The jig is up, Dev. You idiot.

      “Don’t be ridiculous; of course I have.” My tone was clipped, defensive.

      “Look, you’re a smart guy, Dev. But you’re a terrible actor. You’ve been lying through your teeth since we got out here. You’re more scared than I am!”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about. And I’ll prove it. Watch this.”

      I plunged my poles into the ground and pushed off as hard as I could. Within seconds, I was flying down that hill, my heart completely in my throat as the wind blew right through me. I was halfway down the hill when my speed picked up rapidly, and I was sure I was going to crash right into the fence near the lodge. Quickly, I dug my poles into the snow as hard as I could and pivoted to the side. I stopped just a few feet before the fence.

      Thank God.

      “See! I told you I knew what I was doing.”

      “Don’t be an ass!” Lyra yelled from the top of the hill.

      “Now it’s your turn, come on!” I yelled back up. She stood for a moment, hesitating. And during that moment, the kindergartener came gliding down the hill.

      “C’mon, this kid can barely talk, and he’s leaving you in his dust.”

      “I’m six.” He said, looking confused…and a little pissed. “I know how to talk.”

      I patted him on the head, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “Of course you can, buddy. Good job on the hill.”

      “Thanks,” he said before grabbing the rope. “I think your friend is scared.”

      She’s not the only one.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m trying to get her down. Any tips?”

      “Tell her you’ll get her some cocoa. That’s what my mommy does.”

      I chuckled before yelling up again. “Did you hear that, Lyra? I’ll get you some cocoa. You just gotta come down the hill.”

      “Make a pizza when you want to slow down,” the kid yelled. Lyra stared at him in confusion. The little guy pointed his skis toward one another in a triangle. And I chuckled when I realized he was making a slice of pizza with his damn skis. “See? Make it with your skis! And if you want to go faster, make them French fries.” He then straightened them out again.

      “Thanks, little guy!” Lyra yelled before digging her poles into the snow and gliding down the hill. Despite the terrified look on her face, she actually did a nice job. She didn’t go nearly as fast as I did, but she was surprisingly graceful under pressure. She stopped a few feet shy of me, an enormous smile on her face.

      “I did it!”

      “Good job,” I said with a laugh.

      “What a rush! Let’s do it again.”

      Shit.

      Even though I survived the first time down, I had no desire to ever do that again. Ever.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you shouldn’t push your luck. Let’s get you that cup of cocoa.”

      “Are you kidding? I don’t wanna stop yet! The sun is out and I just kicked that hill’s ass.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say that.”

      “Whatever. Let’s do it again!”

      “Fine. But then it’s cocoa time. It’s freaking cold out here.”

      “Wimp.”

      “Watch it, woman.”

      We made our way up the hill once again. My heart climbed its way up and into my throat once again as I dreaded the trip back down.

      “You can do it,” Lyra said, patting me on the back.

      “Of course I can do it. I told you, Lyra. I’ve been doing this for years. I was just a little rusty, that’s all.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” Lyra said, shaking her head. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “I’ll go down even faster this time, and you’ll be eating your damn words. And then you’ll owe me the damn cocoa.”

      “Be my guest,” she said, gesturing toward the base of the hill.

      Irritated, I shoved my poles into the snow and pushed off as hard as I could. The wind picked up behind me, pushing my momentum even more. I flew down that hill. I yelled, pretending to be excited, exhilarated, all that shit. But really, I was scared shitless. And that fence came at me quicker than it did the last time.

      Holy shit. I’m gonna crash.

      “Dev, watch out! Use your poles!”

      “Pizza!” a little voice yelled. “Pizza!”

      Taking Lyra’s advice, I stabbed the snow with my poles, trying to slow myself down, but it was too late. Before I had a chance to angle my skis together like a slice of pizza, the fronts of my skis crashed right into that fence. The harsh wood sent me flying back into the snow. I landed with a resounding thud on my left side, my knee and foot throbbing. I placed my hand on my knee and rolled to my back, looking up at the sky, my heart still pounding and my ego completely shattered.

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” Lyra asked above me. Lyra, the first-time skier who obviously came down the hill with no problems at all and was standing above me with concern on her face. My ego was no longer shattered…it was fucking pulverized.

      “Yep, totally fine,” I said.

      Lyra extended a hand. “Here, let’s get you up. Can you stand?”

      “Of course I can,” I snapped. Lyra didn’t deserve vitriol, but that didn’t matter. I was mortified, and I had no one else to take it out on. “It’s just…it’s been a while since I’ve done this…and I think there’s something wrong with this ski. I mean, it just feels messed up.”

      “Probably because you fell on it.”

      Daggers shot from my eyes as I glared at her.

      “Sorry! C’mon, let’s get you back to the room.”

      Attempting to push myself off the ground, I put weight on my left foot, and the searing pain in my ankle shocked me back to the ground.

      “Oh my God, you’re really hurt. Stay there. I’ll find help.”

      “Sir, are you okay?” the mom of the ski prodigy asked. “Do you need me to get help?”

      “That won’t be necessary, thank you—”

      “Yes, please,” Lyra said, interrupting me. “He can’t walk.”

      The woman pushed off on her skis toward the lodge.

      I leaned on my elbow, determined to get my ass up and out of the snow.

      “Stop, Dev, seriously. You’re just going to make things worse.”

      The five-year-old made his way over to me, crouching down to rub my back. “Shhh,” he said with his tiny elflike voice. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      “Thanks,” I deadpanned, but secretly I was touched.

      Sweet kid.

      “Why didn’t you make a pizza?”

      “I don’t know, little dude.” I shook my head. “I just don’t know.”

      His mom returned a minute later, and she wasn’t alone. Two guys dressed in black-and-red coats with white crosses on their chests approached quickly.

      “Sir, are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?” one asked while the other studied my face as if trying to place me.

      It was Craig Wickham.

      Yeah, jackass, we know each other. Could this day get any fucking worse?

      “Dev? Dev Modi, right?”

      “In the flesh,” I nodded, extending my other hand. “How are ya, Craig?”

      “Well, doing a little better than you are at the moment, I guess. C’mon, let’s get you into the lodge. Then we can take a look a better look at you.”

      Craig and the other ski patroller counted to three before lifting me. I put my arms around each of their shoulders, and they helped me into the lodge. Lyra carried my poles and skis. The warm air from the crackling fires in the three stone fireplaces surrounded and comforted me.

      But I still felt like a jackass. A big one.

      “I’m Craig,” he said to Lyra, who smiled a little too wide considering my ankle was on fire.

      “Lyra. Is he gonna be okay?”

      “Oh yeah, we’re gonna get him to the on-site clinic—it’s just down this hallway.”

      “How do you guys know each other?” Lyra asked, and before I could answer, Craig did.

      “We used to work together.”

      “Used to?”

      “Yeah, I left the company about two years ago…just wasn’t for me. I couldn’t sit behind a desk all the time. I wanted more.”

      Gee, thanks, asshole.

      “It’s not for everyone,” I said, attempting to balance out his slant on my job. I loved my freaking job and had no intention of letting Craig make it sound boring. It wasn’t. The truth was, little Craig just couldn’t hack it. But if I said that, I’d be an asshole.

      “So, do you do this full-time?” Lyra asked as the guys eased me onto an examination table, paper crinkled underneath me.

      “Nah, just weekends and holidays. I’m an EMT.”

      “Oh wow,” Lyra said, looking impressed. And it irritated me more than I expected it to.

      “Lyra, you don’t have to wait with me. And I’m sure these guys need to get back outside. I can wait for the doctor or whatever.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’m not going to leave you alone. You’re hurt.”

      I’m not an injured puppy, for God’s sake.

      The other ski patroller guy seemed to get the message. He nudged Craig. “We should probably get back out there. You take care, okay?’

      “Thanks, man. Appreciate it.”

      Craig extended his hand and I shook it, even though I didn’t want to.

      “Good to see you, Dev. Sorry for the circumstances.”

      “I’m fine. It’s no big deal. Good to see you too.”

      “And Lyra,” Craig said, “a pleasure. Hope you guys can salvage your weekend together.”

      “Oh,” Lyra said, looking back and forth between us, “we’re not together.”

      “Oh?” Craig asked.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Lyra said rapidly with a laugh while tucking her hair behind her ear. “We’re just friends, right, Dev?”

      Ouch.

      “If that,” I said, feeling bitter.

      “Exactly,” Lyra said, smiling at Craig.

      “Well, then, maybe I could, uh…get your number? So I can check on Dev.” He always did have a charming smile that the ladies couldn’t get enough of.

      Fucking Craig.

      “Oh, sure, but, um, I don’t have my phone with me.”

      Oh darn.

      “But Dev does.”

      “No, I don’t,” I deadpanned.

      “Don’t be silly. Peter called you while we were outside. You talked to him for, like, five minutes.”

      “Not even close.”

      “Okay, whatever, that’s beside the point. Get your phone out, Dev.”

      For a moment I did nothing and the tension between the three of us was ridiculously thick. Finally, unable to stand it anymore, I reached into my coat pocket to grab my phone.

      “How’s the patient?” a new voice said. A tall and perky woman in a white lab coat entered the room. Her name tag said Ashlynn.

      Saved by the doc.

      “Looks like an ankle sprain, Ash,” Craig said.

      “Most of those tricky runs should be closed today.”

      “They were on the bunny hill,” Craig said, holding back a laugh.

      Asshat.

      Dr. Ashlynn smiled. “It happens. Thanks for bringing him in, guys.”

      Craig reluctantly followed his partner, raising a hand to wave goodbye. I peered at Lyra to detect disappointment on her face, but I couldn’t really tell. Really, she just looked concerned.

      “Look, Lyra, you can go back to the room. I’ll be fine with Dr. Ashlynn here.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’re going to need help getting back to the room.”

      “What? Like you can help me?”

      “We have wheelchairs,” Dr. Ashlynn smiled.

      “See? I can roll myself on out of here. No big deal.”

      “Stop it,” Lyra said, taking my hand. “I’m staying. Besides, you still owe me some cocoa.”

      I stopped arguing. Instead, I closed my mouth and nodded. “You’re right. I do, don’t I?”

      “And I want extra marshmallows.”

      “Of course you do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LYRA

      

      

      

      “Thank goodness I always pack Advil. You’re gonna need it,” I said, leaning against Dev’s doorframe. He was laying in his bed with his ankle elevated on a pillow I brought from the couch.

      “Dr. Ashlynn gave me the good stuff,” Dev said with a goofy grin. His Percocet was kicking in nicely.

      “Right…for the first two days, then you’re on your own. Believe me, you’re gonna need it.”

      “I’ll be okay,” he said with that grin threatening never to leave his face. “Are you gonna be my nurse?”

      “Don’t push your luck.”

      “Hey, I got you cocoa, didn’t I?”

      “Um, Dr. Ashlynn ordered some cocoa for us, yes. Not sure you deserve credit for that.”

      “She thought I was hot.”

      It was true. Dr. Ashlynn’s cheeks were flushed the entire time Dev was on the examination table. Dev was gorgeous and he knew it—and he knew how to turn on the charm.

      “So ask her out,” I said, but my voice was a little clipped, and I wasn’t sure why.

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “I’m a one-woman man, you know that.”

      “Ah, right,” I said, but stopped immediately, not wanting to say Trupti’s name and ruin our current rapport. We’d gone approximately four hours without bickering and with his guard down, Dev was not only tolerable, but kinda sweet. “So, maybe we should order some room service. You shouldn’t be going down to the bar in your condition.”

      “In my condition? What decade is this? And when is my baby due?” Dev asked with both eyebrows raised.

      “Whatever, your ankle, smart-ass. What do you want? I’ll call downstairs. More pancakes?”

      “Nah. I wish they had Indian food. I could really go for some khichdi right now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh man, it’s rice and lentils and it’s just…ahhh, it’s the ultimate comfort food. It would hit the spot like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “I’ve never had Indian food.”

      “Girl, seriously? You’re missing out. Next time I drag Pete and Mare out, you’ll have to come with us.”

      “Deal,” I said with a smile and a lightness in my chest. For the first time, the thought of spending time with Dev wasn’t repelling at all. It was actually something I could see myself looking forward to.

      What in the hell is happening?

      “Just get me a burger, okay? Something with those frizzled onion thingies.”

      “You got it,” I said with a nod. “Need anything from the kitchen?”

      “Nah, but could you grab me the remote before you go?”

      I scanned the room and spotted the small black remote control sitting beneath the flat-screen TV on the bureau facing Dev. I grabbed it and handed it to him before retreating to the kitchen to call room service.

      “Keep that ice on for another ten minutes, okay?”

      “Got it, boss!”

      The TV blared as I walked into the kitchen and grabbed the phone. After placing our order, I decided to stretch my muscles after such a stressful afternoon. I could feel my shoulders and thighs had tightened up, and I hoped some simple stretches would help. And if not, a hot shower definitely would. Besides, the kitchen was super backed up and the guy on the phone said it’d be at least ninety minutes. So, I knew I had time.

      I changed into some comfy clothes, pushed the coffee table out of the way and played some relaxing music. I’d barely gotten myself into downward-facing dog when there was a knock at the door.

      That was fast.

      “Is that the food already?” Dev called from his room.

      “Not sure,” I said as I walked to the door. When I looked through the peephole, though, I was surprised to see a familiar face.

      Craig.

      Opening the door, an awkward smile crossed my lips. “This is a surprise.”

      “Yeah,” he said, his cheeks flushed. “How’s it going? How’s the patient?”

      “He’s doing okay—his meds have kicked in and he’s resting his foot.”

      “I bet you hadn’t planned to be someone’s nurse this weekend.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. I mean, hopefully he won’t need me to get him to the bathroom or anything.”

      “Ash gave him crutches, right?”

      “Yeah, thank goodness,” I said with a nod, scratching behind my neck, unsure of why Craig was really visiting our room…and how he knew where to find us. “So, what’s up?”

      “Oh, um… Well, I hope it’s okay but I got your room number from reception.”

      “I didn’t realize they gave that info out.”

      “Well, I guess working here has its privileges.”

      “Sure,” I said, narrowing my eyes, still not sure what he wanted.

      “And we all got distracted downstairs, so I didn’t get your number…and I wanted to ask you to dinner. Tonight.”

      “Oh,” I said, my eyes wide. “That’s so nice.”

      I’d been so focused on Dev and his injury that I’d forgotten how Craig and I had clicked before he left us in Dr. Ash’s office. I was flattered and intrigued, and Craig was certainly a good-looking guy, but what about Dev? He was hurt. Would I be a terrible person if I left him alone?

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Well…” I hesitated. “We just ordered room service…”

      “Ah, right. How about a drink? Maybe in a few hours?”

      You are persistent, Craig. I like that.

      “Sure, I mean, he’ll probably pass out soon anyway. He’s had a rough day and those meds are making him pretty happy. I doubt he’ll even notice I’m gone.”

      “So how about ten? Down at the bar?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I smiled as I closed the door, looking forward to getting to know Craig a little better.

      “Lyra!” Dev called from inside, not sounding nearly as chipper as he did earlier. “Why don’t I smell food?”

      “Because it’s not here yet.”

      “Damn.”

      I shook my head, grabbed him a protein bar, and walked into his room, tossing it on his bed. He was watching a rerun of The Office, a ridiculous smile on his face as he lounged in bed with one hand beneath his head.

      “What is it with you and Peter and this show?”

      “Um, you don’t like The Office?”

      “I don’t dislike it. But you guys are obsessed.”

      “Not true. I’m obsessed with Game of Thrones. I love The Office.”

      “What the hell is the difference?”

      “If you don’t get it, I can’t explain it to you.”

      “Okay.” I shrugged.

      “What is this?” Dev held the protein bar by the end of its wrapper as if disgusted that I would even suggest he consume it.

      “Dinner won’t be here for a while. It’s to tide you over.”

      He wrinkled his nose after peeling off the wrapper that crinkled in his fingers. He lifted it to his nose and sniffed it.

      “C’mon, it’s the best flavor—double chocolate brownie.”

      “Oh joy,” Dev said before taking a tiny bite. He wrinkled his nose again.

      “Dude, it’s like you’re afraid of it. Take a real bite, for God’s sake.”

      “Hey, I’ll eat this however I damn well please.”

      “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You do you, but okay.”

      He took another, slightly more substantial bite and grimaced. “Mmmm, puts the chalk in chocolate.”

      “You’re too much,” I said with genuine amusement.

      A few hours later, Dev’s belly was full, I’d given him his next dose of medication, and had just placed another ice pack on his bandaged ankle when I glanced at my watch.

      Shit.

      I’d completely forgotten about drinks with Craig. I had approximately twenty-two minutes to shower, dress, and get my ass downstairs. And since I didn’t yet have his phone number, there was no way to let him know I’d be late.

      “Okay, so you’re good here, right?”

      Dev tilted his head to the side, narrowing his eyes and looking all too curious about the sudden change in my behavior.

      “Yeaaaah.” He drew it out, raising eyebrows. “What’s up with you?”

      “I have to run…I, uh, I’m having drinks with that guy, Craig.”

      He drew his head back slightly into the pillow, a wrinkle forming above his nose. “Craig?” He glanced down at his phone. “When did this happen?”

      “He stopped by earlier. Right after I ordered the food.”

      “Ahh,” he said before licking his lips, studying me. And for the first time ever, I was nervous around Dev. It was like I was worried about his judgment or something, or that he felt abandoned if I left. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was a stir in my belly that made me uncomfortable.

      “I mean, that is, if you’re okay.”

      I’m down to twenty-one minutes… Did I pack dry shampoo?

      Dev pressed his lips together and shook his head slowly. “No, I’m fine. It’s just…never mind.”

      “Don’t do that. If you have a problem, just say it.”

      “I’m just surprised is all. Didn’t think he was your type.”

      I crossed my arms and pushed out one hip as I raised one eyebrow. “And what did you think my type was?”

      “Someone more…driven, I guess.”

      “Not everything is about money, Dev.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Look, I know the guy, okay?”

      “And I’m going to get to know him.” I glanced down at my watch. “That is, if he doesn’t think I’m standing him up.”

      “I mean, don’t let me keep you.”

      “Dev, c’mon, it’s just a drink. I’ll check on you when I get back.”

      Dev paused, took a shallow breath, and nodded before grabbing his remote. “You’re right. Have a good time. I’ll obviously be here.” He let out a small chuckle, and it eased my guilt.

      And with that, I took the fastest shower of my life, leaving my hair to dry naturally, spraying coconut mist into my developing curls. It took a bit for me to dig through my luggage, but I found the one dress that I’d packed. I’d intended to wear it on New Year’s Eve, but since Dev was injured and the rest of our friends most likely would never make it to the resort, I decided to wear it for drinks with Craig.

      I had six minutes to go, but I looked hot. My hair was drying beautifully and I had just enough mascara on for my eyes to pop. I was ready.

      I hope you’re ready for me, Craig.

      After all of my running around to be on time, ironically, Craig was the one who ended up making me wait. About fifteen minutes after our meeting time, I was ready to pay for my seltzer water and go back upstairs when he strolled into the bar, looking handsome but not at all concerned about the time. Although I was a little irritated that he didn’t apologize for his lack of punctuality, which was something I valued, I decided to let it roll off my back and just enjoy getting to know him.

      “In the mood for a margarita? Or maybe a martini?” Craig asked as I studied the menu. We were tucked in a small booth near the bar. The warmth of the fireplace danced over my bare arms as I settled into my leather seat. The lighting was dim and the music was relaxed and mellow. It was the perfect place to get to know someone new.

      “Ooh, they have a sugar cookie martini. I’m all set.”

      “That sounds pretty good. I think I’ll join you.”

      After the waitress took our drink order, we stared at each other for just a moment, and I was unsure which one of us would break the ice.

      “So…your name. Craig.”

      Craig shrugged and casually ran his fingers through his dark blond hair. “I know, I know. it’s a little outdated, but it’s a family name. I’m the third.”

      “I was going to say it’s classic. Refined.”

      “Well, thanks.” His cheeks reddened. “You might be the first person to say that…maybe ever.”

      “I’m a librarian. I appreciate classic things, I guess.”

      “Interesting. I wouldn’t have pegged you as a librarian.”

      “How come?” I’d heard this before, so it was nothing new. I braced myself for what he’d say next. I’d heard I didn’t look smart, nerdy, or educated enough. And all three had made my blood boil.

      “You’re just too…good looking.”

      Well, it’s a step up, I guess.

      “Librarians can be good looking.”

      “None I’ve ever met.”

      Silence hung between us, as I wasn’t sure what to say. I knew he was complimenting me, but it also felt like a backhanded insult. Craig was definitely full of inconsistencies…eager to have drinks, but strolls in late…obviously thinks I was attractive but doesn’t seem to think much of others in my profession.

      Hmmm.

      As I told myself to stop making things with Craig more complicated than they needed to be, Dev popped into my mind, and I glanced at my watch. Clearly I was looking for a distraction, as I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the man sitting opposite me. He was charming, yes. Handsome, definitely. But there was something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I figured there was plenty of time to figure it out.

      Dev’s fine, Lyra. Focus on your date.

      “Now Lyra, I gotta admit I’ve never heard that name before.”

      “No idea where it came from. My parents just liked it, I guess. My dad used to be a musician, so maybe it’s a play on the word lyric. I should really ask them, huh?” I said with a laugh.

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Craig said. “So, elephant in the room. You and Dev?”

      “We’re not dating if that’s what you’re asking. And didn’t you already kinda ask that earlier today?”

      He nodded.

      “We’re friends…I mean, kind of. We kinda drive each other nuts,” I said before taking my first sip of martini. The sugar tickled my tongue and the sweet taste of buttercream consumed me. “Oh my God, this is awesome. You have to try it.”

      “Wow, that’s good.” Craig nodded, his eyes wide. “Yeah, so about Dev, he’s, uh….he’s not the easiest guy in the world. I can see how you two wouldn’t exactly click.”

      “Our best friends are in love—we get thrown together a lot. He’s not a bad guy or anything, we just…we’re very different. They were supposed to be here with us, but they didn’t get in before the shit hit the fan.”

      Craig shook his head. “He’s a fool.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s stuck with you in a resort in the middle of a snowstorm. Enough said.”

      Taken aback and not sure exactly what Craig was implying, I pulled away. “What, like he should be trying to get laid or something?”

      “No, that’s not it. I’m sorry, I just think he’d be a fool not to be attracted to you.”

      “Oh.” I felt myself defrost slightly. “Sorry, I wasn’t sure what you meant.”

      “No, no, that’s on me. I can see how that sounded.” He cleared his throat. “I’m not trying to rag on the guy or anything, but he’s kind of a player.”

      “You’re kidding, right? I mean, he went a little crazy on Tinder last year, but that was only because he was so torn up about Trupti.”

      Craig paused, then raised both eyebrows, cocking his head to the side, stifling a laugh. “He cheated on her all the time…constantly. And I should know… I worked with a bunch of the girls he hooked up with. Usually when she was traveling for work.”

      “I…” I sat there, stunned, no idea what to say. I had no idea how to process Craig’s allegations. I met Dev several months after Trupti allegedly broke his heart. He was a mess, who couldn’t stop hooking up on Tinder. Was that new behavior, or was he just feeding a constant need for meaningless hookups. I felt sick to my stomach and a little bit angry, but I had no idea why.

      I need to talk to Maren.

      “Are you sure you two are just friends?”

      “Yeah,” I said defensively, pulling my head back. “Why?”

      “You look upset.”

      “Well, he’s my friend.”

      “Kind of.” Craig used my own words against me, and I wasn’t happy about it. I had no idea why this news about Dev felt so personal to me. Maybe it was because of Maren…because he was such a huge part of her life. Maybe it was because it was starting to feel like he and I could actually be friends without tearing each other’s heads off every time we shared six feet of space.

      “Right.” I said, taking a deep breath, getting my composure. “Look, it’s never nice to hear something like that about someone in your life. And he’s in my life, so maybe we should just drop it…talk about something else.”

      “Sure.”

      “What made you change careers?”

      “I wanted more freedom, more free time. I wanted to live and not just survive. I get paid to hang on a ski slope and help people. Pretty awesome.”

      “And being an EMT?”

      “Yeah, that’s okay. Long hours, lots of stress. More demanding than I’d thought it would be when I went back to school for it.”

      “That job seems like the epitome of stress and adrenaline.”

      “Exactly. It wears on you after a while.”

      “But it’s worth it, right? I mean, all the good you do…that’s gotta make you feel good. You save people’s lives on the regular.”

      “Sure, yeah. We lose a lot of people too, though. It’s hard.”

      I let his words sink in. “I hadn’t thought of that. That must be really hard.”

      “Who knows? I’m not sure if I’ll stick with it… Might just keep this gig, see if I can find something else to do at the resort.”

      “Don’t you think you’d miss it?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. I like switching things up, keeping ’em fresh. I get bored easily.”

      I smirked and let out a muffled laugh while taking another sip of my sweet drink.

      Interesting tidbit, Craig.

      “Professionally, I mean.”

      “Sure,” I said, giving him a wink. I felt my body relax as the alcohol coursed through my veins. It was obvious to me that Craig and I would be a terrible match. I was determined, steadfast in my goals. He was relaxed and easily bored. At every turn, our conversation tilted toward the uncomfortable, leaving us both grasping for ways to change the subject or make things more pleasant.

      Not gonna happen, Georgie-Boy.

      With one last large sip, I drained my drink. Reaching into my wallet, I dropped a twenty on the table. “Listen, I’d better get upstairs. It’s been a long day and the patient might need me.”

      “He could’ve texted you, right? He didn’t.”

      “Craig,” I said with a sigh, as I rose to my feet. “It’s time to say good night.”

      “Ahh,” Craig said, his face tightening, “got it.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a scowl. “Give my best to Dev.”

      “Sure.”

      As the elevator climbed, I contemplated whether or not to tell Dev about Craig’s cheating comments. He was hurt, vulnerable—the last thing he needed was to feel attacked by the person who was supposed to take care of him. I still couldn’t shake the nerves in my stomach, though. The thought of Dev being a serial cheater really bothered me. I thought I knew the guy—even if he drove me crazy. I still thought that at the core of him he was a decent human.

      Was I wrong?
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      I never should have picked up the phone. But as soon as Lyra left with that nutsack, Craig, I felt stir-crazy and restless. I didn’t want to think about them all cozied up by the fire, sipping cocktails. The thought of Craig making his corny-ass jokes and wooing Lyra made me sick. Lyra drove me crazy, yes, but she could do way better than Craig. Way better.

      My problem with Craig was simple. He was flippant about everything: jobs, women, friendships. Nothing seemed to really matter to the guy. Nothing was sacred; nothing was special. And after working with him for more than three years, it was terribly obvious to me, and probably to everyone else around him, that he didn’t really care about anyone or anything once you got below the surface. In fact, I imagined there wasn’t much to Craig below the surface at all.

      Lyra deserved someone of substance, someone who cared.

      And so, with my mind on Lyra sitting next to that jackhole, possibly laughing at his jokes or, even worse, gazing at him like he hung the damn moon, I needed a distraction. Checking social media didn’t do it for me, and I had deleted Tinder as soon as Trupti came back into my life. So, realizing that she’d texted me several times that day with no response, I decided to call her.

      Of course she screened my call…but called me back ten minutes later.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Trupti asked. “You sound weird.”

      “I had an accident today…on the ski hill. No big deal.”

      She chuckled, and I almost went through the roof. I wanted to throw my phone, but instead, I drew a fist with my empty hand and pounded it into the mattress.

      “I just told you I had an accident and you fucking laugh? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “No, it’s just… What were you doing trying to ski? Who were you trying to impress?”

      “No one.”

      She laughed again, only this time it was clipped, venomous. “Riiiight.”

      I could feel anger bubbling inside me. It was a low simmer at the moment, but Trupti had the ability to bring me to a boil and I knew it. And once I started to boil, look out because there was no turning back.

      “I wanted to give it a shot, okay? And it didn’t go very well. I’m fine, by the way. Thanks for asking.”

      “I mean, I figured you were okay. You’re calling me.”

      “Wow, you’re such a delight, really.”

      “Where’s She Who Shall Not Be Named?”

      “Lyra, you mean?” I asked. “She’s downstairs on a date.”

      “That didn’t take long.”

      “You’ve met him, actually. Remember that guy Craig I used to work with?”

      “Oh, I remember Craig.”

      My eyebrows jumped up and my eyes widened at her comment—especially at her tone. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Look, I didn’t say anything because we broke up soon after, but Craig hit on me at the Christmas party. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “What the fuck, Trup? Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      “Like I said, it wasn’t a big deal. Don’t make a big thing out of it.”

      “A big thing? Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Dev, you always do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Get jealous when you don’t need to be.”

      “You said yourself you broke up with me soon after. How do I know Craig wasn’t the reason?” I paused for a beat. “Wait. Did you hook up with him?”

      “Don’t insult me.”

      “Why? He’s a good-looking dude.”

      “I had no interest in Craig then, and I have no interest in him now. Period.”

      I believed her. Maybe I was an idiot for doing so, but I knew her tone. She was as serious as a damn heart attack. Still, I pushed her anyway. I was fuming, and I was not about to drop anything—not yet.

      “Then why did you even tell me just now? Why did you drop that bomb?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I thought it was safe. It was so long ago—”

      Seething, I interrupted her. “Trupti, the dude is downstairs with my friend right now. If it wasn’t for my foot, I’d already be on my way down there.”

      “Friend?”

      “Yeah.” I said, perplexed at her need to clarify the term.

      “So, Lyra’s your friend now? I thought you couldn’t stand the bitch.”

      “Don’t call her that, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.” I shifted on the bed, suddenly uncomfortable. “We have a truce, okay?”

      “Well, I don’t. And last we talked, she was not your friend.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “Dev, is something going on with you and Lyra?”

      “Have you seriously lost it? I just told you she’s on a date right now with Craig Fucking Wyndham.”

      “Yeah, and look how pissed you are.”

      “Because he hit on you when we were going out. Hell, he hit on you right before I proposed! Of course I’m pissed.”

      “Right, but you were pissed before you even picked up the phone. This isn’t about me, and you know it.”

      “Bullshit. This is about you… You’re always keeping secrets, Trup, always dropping bombs. Sometimes I think you live for the damn drama.”

      She sighed into the phone. “Fine. Forget it. You’re so extra right now, and I’m over this entire conversation.”

      Right, because I hit the nail on the damn head. Fucking drama queen.

      “Yeah, well, maybe I’m over it too.” I huffed with a sneer. “Maybe I’m over everything.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Maybe I do.”

      “So just be a man and say what’s really going on here. You caught feelings.”

      “What?”

      “For Lyra.”

      “You could not be more wrong.”

      “I don’t believe you, Dev.”

      “I don’t have feelings for Lyra.” I huffed. “We have a truce. We’re being civil—that’s it. She has nothing to do with this.”

      “What then?”

      “Look, I’m all hopped up on painkillers and I need to go to sleep. I never should have called you, I’m sorry.”

      She sighed into the phone. “Yeah, you shouldn’t have. Get some sleep. We can talk tomorrow.”

      “Actually, maybe we should wait until I get home.”

      “Oh. Are you sure?”

      “It just seems like we should talk in person. We have a lot of shit to sort through, and we’re not making any headway over the phone. If anything, it’s just making things worse. Don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Her voice was soft, nervous. And it broke my heart. I never wanted to hurt Trupti, but I knew our end was near. As much as part of me wanted to fight for us, most of me was exhausted. I wasn’t the kind of guy to end a relationship, especially one with the woman I thought I’d spend my life with, over the phone. She deserved more than that, and so did I.

      I didn’t want to admit it to myself at the time, but Trupti was right…at least slightly. The minute Craig showed interest in Lyra, my guard was up. I was pissy and a little unglued and I couldn’t understand why the hell I was feeling that way. I just knew that I wanted Lyra back at the room…without Craig.

      I fell asleep waiting up for her, but when the door popped open, I heard her voice. I held my breath, waiting to hear if she was alone. Seconds later, she appeared at the door.

      “How you feeling?” She gave me a closed-mouth, concerned smile. For the first time in more than a year, I noticed how sexy her curls were as they spilled down her tan shoulders. She was wearing a dress, and I could no longer deny how hot she looked, how hot she was. Trupti was beautiful, yes, but there was something about Lyra. She was effortlessly sexy in everything she did, from the way she walked across a room to the way she wore the hell out of that dress.

      “Pretty good,” I said with a weak smile, surprised at how Trupti was drifting away from my mind with each second I spent with Lyra.

      What the hell is wrong with you, man?

      “It’s almost time for another pill. I’ll get you some water.”

      “Thanks.” She left the room and I gritted my teeth, looking up at the ceiling, realizing that Trupti may have been onto something.

      What if I’d caught feelings for someone who didn’t and wouldn’t ever feel the same about me? Was I only pissed off about Craig hitting on Trupti? Or was this all about Lyra? Lyra. The girl I couldn’t stand, my sworn enemy, and literally the last person on Earth I ever thought I’d want to be with. I had to get myself in check, had to figure this out before it was too late.

      Get your game face on, motherfucker.

      “So…” she said, reappearing at the door, “You were right about Craig. He’s kinda…”

      “Vapid?” I asked, raising one eyebrow as she placed a pill in my hand and passed me a glass of water with the other. She sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs toward me—her ridiculously hot, tan legs.

      “Yeah.” She wrinkled her nose. Her perfect, petite nose. She had one little freckle on the side of her nose—if it was any bigger, it might look like a tiny nose ring. She’d probably look damn good with a nose ring.

      Jesus! Get it together. This is Lyra. You. Hate. Her.

      “You are back kinda early,” I said, gesturing toward the clock with both eyebrows raised. Lyra shrugged.

      “What’s the point of wasting his time? I know I’m not interested.”

      “If only more girls were like that,” I said with true appreciation for her direct philosophy. My eye contact lingered a little more than normal, and she cleared her throat, looking away for just a second. “And it was time for your pill.”

      “You didn’t have to come back for me,” I said, tilting my head to the side just a bit, impressed that I’d even been on her mind at all. Two days ago, she probably would have used any excuse to stay away from me that she could. And I would have done the same.

      There’s a disturbance in the force…and maybe it’s not just me.

      Lyra paused and pressed her eyebrows together as she shrugged. “Nah, you were a good excuse. No big deal. Don’t let it go to your head. ”

      “Well, you know that’s impossible,” I said with a flirty wink. I hadn’t tried to flirt with Lyra in over a year. It felt new, yet familiar…and I had to admit that it freaked me out a little. I wasn’t the kind of guy to flirt when attached. I was overly loyal in that way.

      “You’re impossible,” Lyra scoffed, tucking her hair behind her ear and rolling her eyes.

      “Hey, I thought we had a truce?”

      “We do,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m here getting your pill, aren’t I?

      “Good point,” I said with a nod before draining the rest of the water. “Thanks for that.”

      “Sure thing,” she said, rising to her feet.

      Don’t go. Not yet. I really gotta figure this out.

      “Well, I’ll let you rest,” she said, patting my thigh as she lingered next to the bed. “You’ve had a long day. Hopefully tomorrow will be much better.”

      “Yeah,” I said, swallowing hard. “Night.”

      Lyra smiled and closed my door on her way out of the room. I flopped onto my side and stared at the oak door, stunned and in disbelief.

      My world was shifting, and I had no idea how I felt about it…or how to stop it.

      One thing was certain. Everything made much more sense before Craig Fucking Wyndham thrust himself back into my life.

      Motherfucking Craig. Thanks a lot, asshole.
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      It was late afternoon when it happened. Dev and I were lounging in the living area of our suite after returning from a late lunch down at the bar. Dev had managed to get downstairs on the crutches from Dr. Ashlynn and had switched to Advil for his pain, abandoning the rest of his Percocet. He was cozied up in the fluffy armchair with his injured foot resting on the ottoman, his earbuds popped in. I could hear Jay-Z blaring from his ears as I attempted to get back into my book, rereading the same paragraph over and over again. Finally, in a huff, I slammed the book shut and tossed it to the side. Dev raised an eyebrow as I reached for the television remote.

      “Problem?”

      “Nope,” I said, avoiding eye contact. I was irritated, but I didn’t want to fight with him. Despite how swollen his ankle was, he was being a good sport, insisting on getting things for himself, and he even paid the check at lunch despite my protests. He said it was the least he could do for me coming back the night before to get him his pill on time. He was being…nice. Like really nice, and I wanted to maintain the truce. As much as I hated to admit it, I was starting to enjoy his company…until rap was blaring from his ears and filling the small room.

      “Lyra.” He tilted his head to the side, pulling one bud from his ear.

      “It’s just a little loud. I’m having trouble concentrating. I think I’ve read this same sentence about six times.”

      “It wouldn’t be the end of the world if you put your book down every once in a while.” He pursed his lips.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      He looked puzzled. “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      His mouth pulled into a sour grin. “C’mon, Bookworm, there’s more to life than reading the same books from the 1800s.”

      “What is your problem with Jane Austen? You’re, like, obsessed with the fact that I love her.”

      Dev leaned forward, pressing his hands into the chair. “I’m obsessed? I’m obsessed?”

      “Okay, fine, whatever. I like what I like. And to me, there’s something comforting in reading the same words, the same stories, knowing how it’s all going to end.”

      “Wow,” he said, easing back into his seat. Now it was my turn to lean forward, unsure of what that word meant.

      “What?”

      “You’re what, thirty years old? Shouldn’t a hot, single thirty-year-old crave adventure instead of comfort?”

      I shifted in my seat, wondering if he was right about me. I was regimented, yes. I liked routines, reading the same books, listening to the same playlists. That didn’t mean I was boring, did it?

      “Look, just because I read doesn’t mean I don’t like adventures. I’m adventurous. I’m spontaneous.”

      “Name something you’ve done recently.”

      With a salty laugh, I sneered at him. “Skiing.”

      He closed his eyes and laughed under his breath, tapping his chest with his hand. “I deserved that, didn’t I?”

      “Little bit,” I said, chuckling.

      And then it happened. The lights, the television, everything went dark. We lost power.

      “What the fuck?” Dev said, pulling the other bud from his ear and tossing them to the side.

      “I think the power went out.” I said, jumping to my feet and pulling back the curtains to shed some natural light on the room. “It’s not even snowing anymore. This is crazy.”

      “How does a hotel lose power? Is that even a thing?”

      I shrugged. “Apparently so.”

      “Maybe it’ll come back on soon. Sun hasn’t gone down yet.”

      “But when it does…” My words trailed off as I glanced around the room, knowing we’d be sitting in silence with dead phones.

      “How much battery do you have?” I asked, looking at the phone on his lap.

      “Eighty percent.”

      “That’s good. Call the front desk.”

      “I don’t know the number.”

      I let out a sardonic laugh. “Google it. It’s not rocket science.”

      Dev narrowed his eyes. “Hey! Truce.”

      “Fine, sorry,” I said, plopping myself back on the couch, pulling my knees up and wrapping my arms around them.

      “I’m on hold.”

      “I’m sure everyone’s calling right now. Maybe I should just go down there.”

      “Only if you want to. Obviously, I’m not volunteering.” He pointed at his foot and ran his hand through his silky black hair, a flashy grin on his handsome face.

      He really is so gorgeous…but then again, his looks were never the problem, were they?

      “Okay,” I said, hopping back off the couch and grabbing my key card from the kitchen counter. As much as I hated to admit it, I could use a little distance from Nice Dev. He was making me feel all kinds of disarmed.

      “I’ll be back in a bit,” I said, not making eye contact as I grabbed the door.

      “Be safe,” he called after me. The door closed behind me and I leaned into the door, sighing with relief.

      It’s just Dev, Lyra. You hate him, remember?

      But I wasn’t so sure…not anymore.

      Emergency lights cast a glow in the otherwise darkened hallway as I made my way to the stairwell, wishing that sexy grin hadn’t affected me so much. In a daze, I didn’t look behind me as I pushed on the heavy metal door to the stairwell.

      “Hold the door please,” a familiar voice said right behind me.

      “Oh, Sam, hey.” I smiled at the petite blond as I held it open for her. “Sorry, I was spacing out.”

      Good. I can use the distraction.

      She waved me away. “No worries.”

      “How crazy is this?”

      Her eyes were wide as she shook her head. “Seriously. Leo and I have stayed in hundreds of hotels and this has never happened. Not once.”

      “Hopefully it won’t last long,” I said as we started our trek down the stairs. “Kinda wishing we weren’t on the top floor right about now.”

      “Tell me about it.” Sam laughed.

      When we reached the lobby, we found ourselves in a line that looped around the entire perimeter. “Holy hell.”

      “We’re gonna be here awhile,” I said with a sigh. “So, Leo never got in, huh?”

      “No.” She pressed her lips together in a thin line and shook her head. “I’ll be ringing in the new year alone. What about your friends?”

      “Same. And my friend, Dev, he got hurt skiing, so it should be oh-so-exciting. If it’s any sign of what this next year has in store, I’m not impressed.”

      “Seriously,” Sam said as the line slowly moved, and we moved right along with it.

      “Looks like they’re handing out flashlights,” I said, watching as several hotel employees placed large boxes of flashlights on the desk and two others handed them out to guests while fielding questions. One guest in particular was screaming at the poor concierge about how much money he’d spent on his vacation only to be left quite literally in the dark.

      “Poor guy.”

      “Yeah, I don’t envy him right now.” Sam grimaced. “But, I mean, it’s not like he went to the basement and pulled the power. That guy needs to calm down. Shit happens.”

      “I used to work in retail. People are assholes sometimes,” I said, watching the guest who was flailing his arms, demanding a refund as other guests simply took their flashlights and waited patiently to ask their questions.

      Mr. Refund was still grilling the concierge when it was our turn to get our flashlights.

      “I should’ve listened to your Yelp reviews!” he shouted, looking around the lobby. “But believe me, I’ll be writing one of my own. You guys need to get your shit figured out!”

      I couldn’t take it anymore; I had to intervene. “Power outages happen, sir. It’s not his fault; stop shooting the messenger.”

      “Stay out of this,” he scoffed at me.

      “Sir, please don’t speak to our guests that way,” the concierge said, offering me a weak but appreciative smile. “We’re doing everything we can to restore power.”

      “Just take your flashlight like everybody else, dude,” I said as I grabbed two for the room and walked with Sam back to the stairwell.

      “You are so much nicer than I am,” Sam said with a laugh, and I shrugged.

      “Retail,” I said, shaking my head as I thought back to dozens of rude customers. “He was a jackass, no doubt, but my God, I’ve dealt with some major pieces of work. He’s harmless.”

      Together, we climbed the stairwell and said our goodbyes when we reached the top floor. Flashlights in hand, I returned to the room, stopping to take a deep breath before unlocking the door. I was able to avoid thoughts of Dev, thanks to Sam and Mr. Refund, but I knew I was walking back into a room of indecision and new feelings.

      And he was taken…by the woman he wanted to marry.

      He’s just a flirt, Lyra.

      And besides, according to Craig, Dev wasn’t the loyal type. And I had no time for cheaters. If he attempted to take things further than friendship, it would be a major red flag and a gigantic turnoff for me. The previous year, I’d dated a separated man, and even that made me uncomfortable. I would not enable a cheater. Never.

      With a final deep breath, I inserted the key and walked into a room filled with the warm glow of candles. My breath hitched as I looked around the suite. With a boyish grin, Dev stood, leaning on his crutches and looking like the cat who ate the damn canary.

      “I found your candles.”

      “You went through my stuff?” As romantic as the room looked, I knew I’d only put two of my candles in the living area…and there were five lit around the room. He’d gone into my room to get the others. And that was unacceptable.

      “It was an emergency, right? Don’t be pissed. I knew you brought a bunch, so I peeked into your room. They were sitting right on top of your suitcase. I didn’t touch anything else, I swear.”

      “You couldn’t just wait? I was gone for what? Twenty minutes?”

      “Forty-five. Not that I was keeping track.” He glanced away for just a second, looking embarrassed. His voice lowered. “I just wanted to surprise you.”

      Normally I would blow up at him, slam the door, and probably not speak to him for the rest of the evening, but something had changed. Our dynamic was different and, for the first time, I was seeing him in a different light. I was seeing his intentions instead of the end result. I was invested in his motives, his purpose.

      And for the first time when it came to Dev Modi, I wanted to let things go. It was unnerving, to say the least. My chest tightened, and I could feel heat radiating from my face.

      Get your shit together, Lyra. It’s just Dev.

      “So are we cool?” Dev asked, raising his eyebrows, looking so boyish in that moment.

      Ignoring his question, I pointed at his crutches, “You should get off your feet. I’ll get you an ice pack.”

      He lit up, his mouth stretching into a wide smile. “Got it, boss!”

      “Ugh, stop calling me that. I’m just telling you for your own good.” I walked to the freezer to grab an ice pack and brought it to him at the armchair. “Front desk gave us flashlights.”

      “Cool. Hey, did you know this hotel gets power outages all the time? I was looking on Yelp; they’ve got some real shit reviews. Maren should’ve paid better attention before booking the place.”

      “Did you say Yelp?” I asked with an acerbic laugh, remembering Mr. Refund and wondering if he had the time to get back upstairs and leave a review.

      “Yeah, why? What, are you too cool for Yelp?”

      “No, that’s not it. There was this guy downstairs raising hell. It’s no big deal.” I turned and noticed a stack of board games on the coffee table.

      “What’s all this?”

      “Didn’t you ever play games with your family when the power went out?”

      “Um…” I said with a lopsided grin, remembering a couple of times our family had played the game of Life by candlelight during power outages. “Once or twice, I guess. Board games weren’t really our thing. Now, card games—that’s another story.”

      “We lived in unincorporated, and our power went out all the time. I mean constantly. And the city was in no rush to fix it, so our family played board games by candlelight. I just assumed everyone did it.”

      “Sure, but that doesn’t really explain why you brought them here. I mean, were you expecting a power outage or something?”

      He couldn’t have planned this, could he? Oh my God, Lyra, get a fucking grip! He’s not a supervillain; he’s just Dev.

      “I just like board games…and I figured with all of us here for four days there would be some time when everyone was bored.”

      I sat on the couch and studied the boxes in front of me. “Cards Against Humanity…”

      “Naturally,” he said with a boyish grin.

      “I know it’s your favorite, but with two people? How would anyone win?”

      “That’s what this is for,” he said, grabbing a bottle of Tito’s from behind the boxes. “After a few shots, who cares!”

      “Monopoly…boring.”

      “Boring? Are you crazy, woman? You’re just not playing right.”

      I offered a condescending smile as I replied. “How do you play it wrong, exactly?”

      “Easy. Let me ask you something.”

      “I’m riveted.”

      “Shush,” he said, waving me off. “When you play, do you put $500 in the pot and give it to the person who lands on Free Parking?”

      “Yeah.”

      He leaned forward, looking even more serious and determined. “Okay, but let me ask you this. Do you put everything in the pot—all the fines, all the chance card bullshit, all of it? Does it go in the pot?”

      “Um…no.”

      “Exactly. You’re playing wrong. Play it my way, baby girl, and you’ll be hooked.”

      My eyes widened, shocked that anyone over the age of thirteen could be this intense about Monopoly. No one could ever accuse Dev of being monotone or boring. No matter what he talked about, he was animated and passionate…and I was starting to appreciate that quality in him.

      “Wow, okay,” I conceded, “let’s see what else you brought.”

      “You’re missing out, I’m telling you. It all goes in the pot!”

      “Oh, I’m sure I am,” I said, rolling my eyes and trying not to laugh at him. “What is this?”

      I grabbed the box, in shock that Dev would own such a thing.

      “Oh yeah, that game is badass.”

      “Unstable Unicorns?”

      “Haven’t you ever played Exploding Kittens?”

      “Um, no… Exploding what?”

      “Kittens. Anyway, this is similar to that, only it’s way better, more intense. Let’s play!”

      I studied the box and removed a sample card from the deck. “There’s nothing but cards in here.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Stabby the Unicorn? Majestic Flying Unicorn? What the hell?”

      “It’s badass, trust me.”

      It was impossible to not to be disarmed by his satisfied smile, so instead, I pointed at the Tito’s. “Pass me the vodka.”

      Dev threw his head back in laughter and handed me the full bottle. “There’s a twelve-pack of seltzer in the fridge.”

      “Good,” I said, rising to my feet, “we’re gonna need it.”

      An hour later, we were sitting on the floor, his injured foot extended under the coffee table, and I was finally grasping the concept of the surprisingly complicated unicorn game. Dev was right—it was addictive and really fun. We’d had a couple of seltzers spiked with vodka and, despite all of our trash talk, were actually getting along better than we ever had.

      Thank you, Tito’s and silly yet complicated unicorn game.

      When I won my third game in a row, Dev looked at me in disbelief. “I’ve been playing this game for months…literally months.”

      “With Peter and Scott?”

      He shook his head, waving me off. “No, my brother.”

      “I didn’t know you had a brother. What’s his name?”

      “Ganesh. He lives in my building. Across the hall, actually.”

      “Why don’t you just live together?”

      “He’s a slob. I don’t do messy.”

      Peter and Maren had joked about Dev being a neat freak, but I still had to laugh. “And he loves board games as much as you do?”

      “Yes, but don’t distract me from making my point.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I poured a little more vodka into each of our glasses. “I’ll be quiet.”

      “I’ve been playing for months with my brother, and we keep this tally, right? We’ve both won about the same number of games, give or take. And this is over months of play. And you’re beating me. Badly. And it’s the first time you’ve ever played. It’s like you’re some kind of conqueror. Are you sure you’ve never played before?”

      “You’ve been watching too much Game of Thrones,” I said, downing another gulp of seltzer, enjoying the familiar burn of the vodka at the back of my throat. My fingers were tingling and my head felt lighter. I was enjoying a nice buzz…and if I was honest with myself, I was enjoying the company. “And no, I’d never even heard of this game before. Trust me, Dev, I’m not hustling you at Exploding Unicorns.”

      “Unstable Unicorns, Exploding Kittens.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Okay, Khaleesi, I see you.”

      “What on Earth did you just call me?”

      Dev almost spit out his spiked seltzer, covering his mouth with his hand. He swallowed dramatically before speaking. “Daenerys…c’mon, you don’t even know who she is?”

      “Nope.”

      “Okay, she’s like this amazing badass conqueror, right? She’s got dragons for babies and she survives this huge fire that would burn anyone else to a crisp…and did!”

      “And you’re comparing me to that?” I let out an accidental burp. “Oops.”

      “Well, not now I’m not.” He pretended to sneer. “But in this game, hell yeah. You’ve got this natural gift for strategic games.”

      “Or it’s just beginner’s luck.”

      “Whatever, Khaleesi.”

      “I thought you said her name was Daferris or something.”

      “Daenerys.” He rolled his eyes. “And yes, that’s her name, but her title—or one of them anyway, is Khaleesi. She marries Khal Drogo and he dies, but…it’s just…it’s her title, okay?”

      “That show sounds intense. And really complicated.”

      “You should watch it. I’d bet money you’d be thirsty for my boy Jon Snow.”

      “Why?” I asked, intrigued. I’d seen plenty of magazine covers to at least know who that was, but I wondered why Dev was so confident I’d be into him.

      “He’s, like, the ultimate hero. A bastard son who’s raised to think he’s nothing, but really he’s the rightful heir to the throne. Isn’t that the kinda story you like? The underdog? Like Mr. Darcy and all those other Jane Austen heroes?”

      “I thought you didn’t read Austen.”

      “I mean, I saw Bridget Jones.”

      “You’re right. I probably would like him…just like you would love Jane the Virgin if you gave it a chance. In fact, you remind me of a character too.”

      Dev took another swig, draining his glass. I slid another can of seltzer toward him. He nodded and mixed it with Tito’s. For two people who’d never gotten along, our movements had synced up.

      “Oh yeah? Who’s that?”

      “Rogelio, Jane’s Dad.”

      With a loud blast, Dev spit out his seltzer, looking horrified. One eyebrow raised high, Dev stared at me.

      “Rogelio? Rogelio? Seriously? What about Rafael? Or Michael? Are you serious right now, Lyra?”

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait, hold on…” I narrowed my eyes at him, my lips pulling into a satisfied smile. He knew about the love triangle between Jane, Rafael, and Michael. One was a suave yet sensitive hotel manager, the other a police officer with a heart of gold. Both desirable, both crazy about the heroine of the show, both sexy in their own right. Rogelio, on the other hand, was the comic relief—the ego maniac who had to learn how to be a father to Jane. And Dev knew all of that. All of it.

      “You’ve watched it, haven’t you?” I bit down on my lower lip and raised both eyebrows, staring at him. He wiped the seltzer from his mouth and hung his head.

      “Fine! I’ve seen every episode. Happy now?”

      “And what’s so embarrassing about that?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not embarrassing. It’s just not…a guy show. It’s for women to gush over. But I loved it, okay? I loved everything about it. But being compared to Rogelio de la Vega? That cuts me deep.”

      “Would it help if I told you he was my favorite character?” I tilted my head to the side and put my hand on top of his, patting him gently. He turned his hand and clasped mine, holding it close. I looked down at our connected hands and adrenaline shot through my belly.

      “What are you doing?” I asked softly, still staring at his hand on mine.

      “Why?”

      “What?” I asked, feeling discombobulated, my pulse quickening.

      “Why was he your favorite? Because you liked laughing at him?”

      My lips parted and I stared at him, finally understanding what was going through his mind. He thought he was a joke to me.

      “No.” I shook my head, then cleared my throat, feeling overwhelmed in Dev’s vulnerability. “He had the biggest heart of anyone on the show. He really did. He just didn’t know how to express himself in the right away all the time. He was a work in progress, but that’s not a bad thing. It’s endearing.”

      “You’ve never found me endearing.”

      “I’ll admit there were times you annoyed me.”

      “Many times.” Dev narrowed his eyes.

      “Sure, but, c’mon, you called me the freaking Mistress of Evil.” I raised one wicked eyebrow, driving home my point.

      He grimaced, still gripping my hand. “Maren told you, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “Shit.” He looked away, shaking his head, his thumb moving slowly over the top of my hand. A small shiver crawled down my spine. It was the slightest touch, but I liked it. I liked it a lot. “Our disdain was mutual, right?”

      “Was?” I asked, swallowing hard.

      Dev leaned toward me, hovering over the coffee table. His voice dropped an octave, his smile was warm yet seductive. “Definitely was.”

      I could feel my heart pounding inside my chest as I stared at him. His deep brown eyes bored into mine as he continued to lean in. My lips parted and I mirrored his movements, moving to hover over the coffee table. I was about to kiss Dev, my sworn enemy, the thorn in my side, and right at that moment, the only man I desired.

      I wanted him badly. And I knew the feeling was completely mutual.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      We both jumped at the loud noises coming from our door. Before Dev could even get the “What the fuck was that?” out of his mouth, the door opened.

      “Surprise!”

      Our mouths dropped as we took in the sight of our friends all plowing through the door and entering our suite. Maren, Peter, Scott, and Allison—they had all arrived. Quickly, Dev and I made eye contact, and I ripped my hand away from his. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t see his expression turn to stone.

      My stomach clenched as I hopped to my feet, pulling myself together as quickly as possible to welcome our friends—the friends we had been begging to arrive just twenty-four hours prior. The friends we thought we couldn’t survive the trip without.

      Turns out, we didn’t need them at all. In fact, if I was honest with myself, I would have been more than content to be with just one person for the rest of the trip.

      Just one.

      And I had just pissed him off.

      What else is new?
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      She let go.

      She fucking let go.

      The second she saw our friends enter the room, Lyra yanked her hand away and I felt a forceful punch in my gut.

      Why did you let go, Lyra?

      If I wanted to lie to myself, I’d make excuses for her—like she was so surprised by our friends showing up to the resort that it was an involuntary movement, an impulse. I could tell myself she realized in that instant that I was attached, that I had a girlfriend. I could tell myself she just wanted to avoid the questions.

      But the truth was, I suspected the real reason was that despite all the tension that was building in that room—hell, the tension that started building since when we arrived at the damn resort—was that she was embarrassed to have any feelings for me. I was a loser to her, a joke. To her, I was Rogelio when I wanted to be Rafael.

      “What are you guys doing here?” Lyra asked, jumping to her feet and running to Maren, pulling her in for a hug.

      “They opened the roads this morning, so we thought we’d surprise you. Didn’t expect the hotel to lose power, though. How long has it been out?”

      “A few hours, I think?” Lyra said, looking back at me, her expression soft with guilt. I looked away from her, too pissed to make eye contact.

      “Yep,” I said, still sitting on the floor. “I’d get up, guys, but my ankle’s all jacked up.”

      “I heard,” Pete said, tearing off his coat and walking to the living area, sitting on the couch. “I tried to warn you, man. How you doin’?”

      “Oh just peachy,” I said, unable to hide my annoyance.

      A few hours ago I would have been ecstatic to see my best friends, but now…now everything was just screwed up. Things were happening with Lyra…possibly big things, and now everything was turned upside down and inside out. And the only thing I knew for sure was that my instinct about my relationship with Trupti was dead on. I had to end it. Regardless of what happened between Lyra and me (and at the moment, it didn’t look good), I knew I didn’t want to be with Trupti anymore. That love, that spark, that devotion that I felt for her for years of my life were just…gone. Lyra or no Lyra, I had to do the right thing and cut Trupti loose so we were both free to move on.

      “Hopefully you’re on some good drugs,” Scott said with a laugh, plopping down in the chair. “Ooh, unicorns. Someone’s brave,” he said, looking back at Lyra. “He smokes me every time we play.”

      “Actually,” Lyra said, clenching her teeth, “I’ve given him a run for his money.”

      “Oh yeah?” Scott asked, raising an eyebrow, looking back at me. “Did she beat you?”

      “Several times,” I deadpanned.

      “Aha, it seems our friend has finally met his match,” Scott said with a grin.

      Oh Scott, please shut your damn mouth.

      Lyra cleared her throat, looking as uncomfortable as I was sure I did. “So, how were the roads?”

      “They’re not great, but we were able to get in. Forecast is clear for the next few days, so we should have no problem getting home,” Allison said, sitting on the arm of the chair and putting her arm around Scott’s shoulder. Seeing that simple gesture made me bitter. I was in no mood to see my happily shacked up friends express their love in front of me.

      Nope, not in the mood at all.

      “So, what should we do?” Maren asked. “We have a few hours until we ring in the new year. I say we do it up right!”

      “And what do you suggest?” Lyra asked, looking at me as she spoke. Again, I looked away.

      “We could go downstairs to the bar…have some cocktails.”

      “Are they even open?”

      “Oh…good point. Maybe not.” Maren wrinkled her nose. “We could play more board games…unless you guys are tired of it.”

      “We haven’t played Cards Against Humanity yet,” Lyra said, raising her eyebrows as she looked at me. Her eyes begged for forgiveness, and I was a weak man. I felt myself softening a little bit. “And it’s Dev’s favorite.”

      Maybe it was just a nervous impulse. Maybe I’m not a joke to her.

      “I’m assuming there’s Tito’s?” Pete asked.

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      “All right, let’s do this.”

      After several hilarious rounds of my favorite game, I was feeling better, lighter. Lyra was on her best behavior during the game, but she still sat as far away from me as possible. The tension between us lingered, only now it was more complex. I still wanted her. God, I wanted her, but I was torn between my desire for Lyra and my dignity, my self-worth. I refused to want someone who didn’t realize I was a catch. I didn’t want someone who jerked her hand away. I wanted someone to hold on to me as I tightly as I held on to them.

      Yeah, I know. At the heart of me, I’m a cheesy motherfucker.

      “Let’s take a break,” Maren said, “unpack our stuff a little, then hang out until the ball drops.”

      “You realize we need our television to do that, right?” I said, feeling snarky.

      “Not true, we have our phones.” Maren stood up and ruffled my hair. I groaned, realizing she was right.

      “You’re one step ahead of me, Mare,” I joked.

      “Always. Need anything, Dev?”

      “Nah,” I said, patting the half-empty bottle of vodka. “I’ve got all I need.”

      Maren shook her head, following Peter into one of the empty bedrooms. Just then, Scott popped his head out of the other empty room. “Wait, Dev, did you take one of the big rooms?”

      “I mean…you guys weren’t even supposed to make it, so…”

      “So you changed rooms? Did you sleep in the small one the first night?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “So you took the big room before you knew we weren’t coming?”

      I clenched my teeth. “Yeah, kinda.”

      Scott shook his head, laughing under his breath.

      “You wanna switch back?” I asked, hoping he would turn me down. I really didn’t feel like moving all of my shit, especially while on crutches.

      “Nah, it’s just two nights. We’ll be fine, but you owe me.”

      “Whatever, dude.”

      Once both couples had disappeared into their rooms, I realized I was alone with Lyra for the first time since they arrived. The air was heavy and the silence awkward as hell.

      “Hey,” Lyra said, lowering her voice. “About earlier.”

      I cut her off. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “But you seemed upset.”

      “Me?” I scoffed, shaking my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Dev…”

      I tilted my head toward her, my tone condescending. “Lyra.”

      “I don’t want to go backward.” Her eyes were pained.

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I paused for a second, then shrugged. “No one’s going anywhere. It’s all good.”

      Lyra’s shoulders drooped as she realized I wasn’t going to entertain this conversation. I was done. I wanted to focus on my friends, and that was it.

      “Fine,” she huffed, grabbing her cup and walking into the kitchen, her back to me as she cleaned the countertops.

      “You realize this is a hotel, right? You don’t have to clean.”

      “I clean when I’m pissed.”

      I craned my neck in disbelief. “Wait a second, you don’t get to be pissed! I’m the one who’s pissed!”

      Lyra stalked toward me, her voice a harsh whisper. “You have no right to be pissed. You have a girlfriend! What was I supposed to do?”

      “You’re full of shit!”

      “Oh my God, you’re unbelievable!”

      “You’re telling me that’s the only reason you pulled your hand away?”

      She opened her mouth to speak, her cheeks a deep shade of red, but said nothing.

      “Exactly.”

      She pursed her lips, looking ridiculously busted. “Don’t look at me like that!”

      “Like what?” I hissed.

      “Like I broke your heart or something. For God’s sake, it was a moment. We shared a moment, okay? Get a grip!”

      “Oh honey, I am far from heartbroken. Like you said, I have a girlfriend, right?”

      “Yeah, you do. And she’s sure as hell not me!” She turned and stalked back to the kitchen, picking up a sponge and wiping with vigorous strokes. If I wasn’t so irritated with her, I’d probably tease her, make some sexually suggestive remark about how hard she was stroking that counter. But it wasn’t the time. I felt like Michael Scott wanting to tell his “that’s what she said” joke in front of the corporate goons who were there to bust him on his shit. The joke was on the tip of my tongue, but my own anger stopped it.

      I was my own corporate goon.

      What is this woman doing to me?

      “Thank God!” I said, knowing it was a low blow. I was never one to hold back during a fight, especially with Lyra.

      “You can really be a dick sometimes, you know that?”

      “How you love to remind me.”

      She threw her head back in defeat, tossing the sponge into the sink and walking back to the living room. She didn’t want to fight anymore; her body language said it all. “Dev, c’mon, you caught me by surprise, okay? I didn’t know what to do. And seeing our friends again, it…it brought me back to reality. That’s all.”

      “Well, let me be the first to congratulate you on that.”

      “Dev—”

      “Forget it, Lyra. Won’t happen again.”

      “What won’t happen again?” She tilted her head to the side, placing her hands on her hips. God, she was sexy even when I was pissed at her.

      “Just forget it, okay? Forget all of it. Let’s just pretend it never happened. You hang out with the girls, I’ll hang with my boys, and in a couple days we’ll go home and go back to hating each other—we’ll go back to the way things were meant to be.”

      Lyra sighed, sitting on the couch. “I thought we had a truce.”

      “Yeah, well, happy fucking New Year, Khaleesi. Prepare for war.”
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      I didn’t sleep at all. Not one minute.

      I tossed and I turned thinking about the sharp turn everything took the second our friends walked in and I let go of Dev’s hand.

      Why did I let go?

      Things with Dev and I have always, and I mean always, been complicated. And if I could think of a better word than “complicated,” I would.

      Arduous?

      Perplexing?

      Convoluted?

      No word seemed big enough for the complexities that we brought to the table whenever we were in the same room. We were fire and ice, oil and water, all of those things that are total opposites and work to extinguish the other. In a word, we were a nightmare.

      But if we were such a horrible pair, why were things feeling so easy, so good, so…tempting before our friends walked through the door. Why was I more turned on by him holding my hand then I was by any man I’d dated in the last two years?

      Why?

      A soft knock on the door startled me and I sat up, fixing my hair, wondering if it might be Dev wanting to make peace. As angry as I was at him, I could be convinced if Nice Dev made a return. Before I had a chance to check my morning breath, Maren peeked her head in. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t just a little disappointed.

      “Can I come in?” Her expression was gentle, her long hair up in a loose bun.

      “Sure.” I tried really hard to fake a smile, but I knew Maren would never fall for my lame attempt. Luckily, she held a small tray with two steaming cups of coffee and fresh old-fashioned donuts.

      “Wow, I don’t feel worthy of breakfast in bed.”

      Maren shrugged and placed the tray in the middle of the bed and she climbed up, sitting cross legged opposite me. “It’s nothing. Plus, I know you love these things. We stopped on our way here last night.”

      I inhaled the dark roast coffee, the steam tickling the tip of my nose. “That was super sweet of you. And you have no idea how badly I need this right now. I didn’t sleep at all.”

      “I had a feeling.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “C’mon, Lyra. You have zero acting ability—you wear your heart on your sleeve, always have. If something’s bothering you, I’m gonna know. And last night, it was so obvious, but I can’t quite figure it out. I mean, I know you and Dev don’t usually get along, but there was some major tension brewing when we walked in. So much that I felt guilty for showing up.”

      My cheeks grew hot, and I pinched my eyes tight, hating it was so obvious to our friends.

      “Does everyone know?”

      “Nah, just me. Peter didn’t notice anything, and the other two don’t even know you as well as he does. I figured we could talk before you have to go out there.” She looked over her shoulder, gesturing to the living area of the suite.

      “I don’t know where to begin.”

      “So, I’m right, aren’t I? You two are into each other?”

      “Were.”

      She flinched. “Past tense already? That’s awfully fast.”

      “It ended as quickly as it began, I guess.”

      “Okay, you have to start at the beginning.”

      I filled Maren in on the tension of the weekend, on the truce pancakes and the skiing accident. I told her about my lame-ass date with Craig and how much fun Dev and I had hanging out and playing board games, him calling me Khaleesi and being obsessed about Rogelio. When I got to the handholding, she gasped.

      “What?” I asked, surprised. My friend was in no way a Pollyanna, and I wondered if she was judging me. I didn’t consider what we did “cheating,” but maybe Maren saw it differently. I braced myself for her response.

      “That’s seriously hot.”

      I sighed with relief, running my fingers through my hair as I remembered how every nerve had been awakened when he ran his fingers over my warm skin.

      “I know,” I said, grabbing a donut and taking a bite. The soft, rich pastry comforted me, but not nearly enough. “For something so subtle, so…what’s the word?”

      “Simple?” Maren asked with wide eyes. “Sweet?”

      “Innocent,” I said with a decisive nod. “For something so innocent, it was such a turn-on. I’m so serious.”

      “Sounds like it. I always knew Dev was a romantic at heart.”

      “It was this perfect moment, Mare. And I’ll never get it back. It’s over already.”

      “Why?”

      “You guys came in, and I yanked my hand away. He must think I’m embarrassed of him or something.”

      “He has a point. The guy’s annoyed you since the day you met.”

      “I know, I know, but it was only because he tried too hard, you know? I hate that. But this weekend, he hasn’t; he’s just been himself. Or at least I think I saw the real him. I have no idea what’s real anymore.”

      “I hate to bring up the elephant in the room.”

      I nodded, knowing exactly who she was talking about. “Trupti, I know. I’m not a cheater, Mare.”

      “I know. Where do you think his head’s at with that? Should I ask Peter?”

      “No, absolutely not. Like I said, it’s done. We shared a sweet moment, and now things are back to the way they’ve always been. Totally at odds. Worst thing is, he called me Khaleesi again. When he first said it hours before, he was flirty and cute, but this time there was venom in his words. He totally changed it, and I hate him for that.”

      “You don’t hate him.” She shook her head slowly back and forth with a sympathetic smile.

      “Ugh, I know. That’s the problem. You have no idea how badly I want to go back in time to the day you asked me to come with you on this trip. I’d have said ‘hell no’ and spent my New Year’s weekend reading books in my PJs and bingeing The Handmaid’s Tale. And eating these donuts. These are amazing!”

      “Well, that sounds depressing.”

      “Hey, that show is genius.”

      She put one hand up in surrender as she sipped her coffee. “Not disputing that. I just think this can still be fixed. We just need to figure out how to do it.”

      Finishing the last of my donut, I waved her off. “Absolutely not. It is what it is. He has a girlfriend, and we’re back to the old Dev and Lyra. It was like Halley’s comet or something.”

      “What? You anticipate it for years and suddenly it’s here?”

      “Yep, then you blink and that shit is gone. And it won’t come back during your lifetime.”

      Maren smirked.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Oh my God, just say it.”

      “That’s totally a joke Dev would make.”

      “Get out of my room,” I deadpanned, kicking her gently from beneath my blankets. She let out a laugh in response.

      “I’m serious, c’mon…Halley’s comet?”

      “What? It popped in my head!”

      “I just think it’s cute, that’s all. You two have been here for a few days, maybe you’re rubbing off on each other.”

      “Yeah, well, only one more full day and then we can leave tomorrow and I can be done with this…with all of this.”

      “Do you really mean that?”

      I paused for a second. “I don’t know. And the thing is none of this even matters. The guy has a girlfriend, a serious girlfriend. He was going to propose to her two years ago!”

      “I know, but as Peter says, this time around things are just different. Dev doesn’t talk about her the way he used to years ago; he doesn’t jump every time she tells him to. Their whole dynamic has shifted, and that was way before this weekend. So don’t even start trying to blame yourself.”

      I pressed my lips into a thin line. “You know me so well.”

      “In my opinion, that relationship is on borrowed time. Dev won’t let her spend time with his family until she spends time with all of us, which she’s avoiding. He’s at the end of his rope; I can feel it.”

      “Still… He shouldn’t jump into anything right away anyway.”

      “True, but sometimes things are just meant to be, like two characters that come to mind…” She raised both eyebrows and stared at my copy of Pride & Prejudice resting on the nightstand.

      “Oh Maren, don’t start with the Mr. Darcy nonsense, puh-lease. I’m literally begging you.”

      “Whatever. You’ve read that book enough times to know how this all ends.”

      I thrust myself back on the bed, grabbing a pillow and pressing it to my face, letting out an exhausted and frustrated groan. Maren yanked the pillow away, laughing as she climbed to her feet.

      “You’re ridiculous,” she said with a smile. “But I love you, and I’ll help you through this however I can.”

      I sighed. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

      “I’m going to take a shower. Meet me out there? Power’s back on.”

      “Yeah, I noticed when everything in my room turned on at three in the morning.”

      “Did you sleep at all?”

      “Not a wink.”

      “I’d suggest a nap, but you finished your coffee.”

      “I’ll be fine. Just give me a little bit. I’m not ready to face him just yet.”

      “I get it.” She smiled and opened the door.

      “And Mare?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for this. I do feel a little bit better.”

      She smiled, her brown eyes warm and kind. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      

      When I was fourteen, I had a strong flirtation with a boy at summer camp. We did just about everything together—canoeing, tennis, swimming. I even joined archery so I could be near him during that forty-five-minute time block twice each week.

      Derrick.

      That was his name.

      Ahh, Derrick. I couldn’t get enough of him.

      That is, until I wasn’t ready to make out with him in the woods after lights out. I’d never had a boyfriend and the idea of meeting him secretly just felt wrong. I didn’t want to risk getting in trouble with counselors and quite frankly, I hadn’t yet been kissed. And as crazy as I was for Derrick, I wasn’t ready for a full-on make-out session with him or anyone, for that matter. I needed more time for such things.

      When I refused his invitation but offered to sit and hold hands at the campfire, Derrick said nothing, turned, and walked away from me. I figured his ego was a little bruised, but he would get over it and things would go back to normal the next day. We’d swim, tell jokes, and talk about our favorite books and movies.

      That is, until Sharon, another girl in my cabin, whispered to a friend that she needed someone to cover for her after lights out. Derrick wanted to meet her in the woods.

      My heart broke for the first time. Not only was I sad to lose the promise of something exciting and sweet with the boy I’d flirted with for weeks, but I felt cheap. And worst of all, I was easily replaceable.

      I never wanted to be replaceable.

      Since then, I’d been pretty tough to please when it came to my romantic life. I wasn’t easily swayed by a flirt with promises of the future. I didn’t swoon when a guy told me he could see himself falling for me, and I didn’t put much stock into a future with almost any guy I dated.

      It’s funny how something as trivial as a first crush can have such a lasting impact on your life, but Derrick did. And it wasn’t something I would soon forget.

      When I finally climbed out of bed on New Year’s Day and attempted to wash away the previous night, I made the decision to leave my moment with Dev in the past. And so, when Maren and Allison wanted to ski, I jumped at the chance for some girl time on the slopes. Besides, before Dev got hurt, I was really enjoying myself on the bunny hill. I knew I could handle trying a few more basic hills at the resort. The guys were undecided on their plans when we left the room, but that was completely fine with me. Dev still wouldn’t make eye contact, so I jumped at the chance to be as far away from him as possible. And seeing as his ankle was still sprained, I was willing to bet my life savings that he wouldn’t be gearing up for the slopes anytime soon.

      After three successful runs down the moderate slopes, I was genuinely surprised to see Peter and Scott making their way toward the nearest ski lift. Peter waved to Maren who then asked, “Where’s Dev?”

      “He’s chillin’ by the fire inside the lodge.”

      “Won’t he be bored?”

      “Nah, he won’t miss us. He’s on his phone, and he just ordered cheesecake and cocoa.”

      Just hearing the word “cocoa” made my stomach twist, remembering our joke just two days prior.

      Stop thinking about him, Lyra. He doesn’t deserve your wistfulness.

      After another hour on the slopes, Allison suggested we go inside to warm up and have a drink. Maren and I quickly agreed. Secretly, I hoped Dev had retreated to the room so I wouldn’t have to see him.

      No such luck.

      When we opened the door to the lodge, I saw him lounging on a chaise lounge near the fire with a shit-eating grin on his face. And he wasn’t alone. Sitting in an armchair next to him, holding a cup of cocoa in her hand, was a beautiful brunette with a perfect body.

      I thought steam was going to come out of my nose.

      “Hey, girls,” Dev said, sounding like he didn’t have a care in the world. “How were the slopes?”

      “Good,” Allison replied, clueless to the tension between Dev and me. “We’re just gonna get some drinks.”

      “Wanna join us?” Dev asked, a smug expression on his face. I wanted to punch him. “Sheila here was just telling me all about life in California.”

      “I’m here on vacation.”

      “All by yourself?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

      “Nah, she’s gonna catch up with her girls later.”

      “I’m a nurse. Couldn’t help but notice the patient here,” Sheila said. I was sure she was a sweet person, and I meant her no disrespect at all. She had no idea the complex web she’d wandered into. “And we just got to talking.”

      “Well, we won’t keep you,” Maren said, gesturing toward an empty table near the refreshment area. She leaned in close as we turned away from Dev and Sheila and whispered in my ear. “You okay?”

      “Just fine.”

      And suddenly, I was fourteen again and crying into my pillow as Derrick made out with another girl in the woods. Dev was no different. The second things didn’t work with us, the moment I pulled my hand away, he was ready to find someone else to distract him from his relationship, to make him laugh and feel desirable.

      I felt awful, I felt cheap, I felt…replaceable.

      And it broke my heart. Again.
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      I knew the girls were walking into the lodge. I saw them rounding the bend about a half mile from the door. I spotted Lyra’s bright teal puffer jacket right away, and I knew I had just enough time to do something to even the score between us.

      Childish? Absolutely.

      Worth it? Yet to be determined.

      A cute brunette with porcelain skin and a tight body was filling up her cup with hot cocoa. I knew she could help me get under Lyra’s skin in a big way.

      “Careful, this stuff could melt your face off. Give it time to cool,” I said with a confident grin. The brunette looked up from her steaming cup and gave me an awkward smile in return, then her attention jumped to my injured foot.

      “Oh no, are you okay? Did you hurt yourself out there?”

      She carried her cup over to the armchair next to me, and I knew I could bullshit long enough for Lyra to walk through that door.

      Bingo, bitches!

      “Sprained it, yeah. But my buddies wanna ski, so I’m suckin’ it up.”

      “Make sure you keep it elevated.”

      I gave her a playful salute. “Will do.”

      “Sorry, I’m a nurse, can’t help it.”

      “No, I appreciate it. You here by yourself?”

      “Nah, my friends are still getting ready. I was tired of waiting.” She extended her hand to me, licking her lips. “Sheila.”

      “Dev.”

      “Interesting name.”

      “I’m an interesting guy.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “Where are you from, Sheila?”

      “Napa.”

      “Nice,” I said, raising both eyebrows in overblown enthusiasm. “So you traded wine for the slopes, eh?”

      “Something like that,” she said, crossing her legs and biting down on her lower lip. I knew I had her full attention. And Lyra would too…

      Speaking of Lyra, the girls walked in two seconds later, and I watched as Lyra’s expression soured the moment she saw Sheila. I amped up my smile to rub salt in the wound. I barely had enough time to introduce Lyra before the girls hurried away to an empty table. As they walked away, Maren shot me a dirty look.

      Well, I guess she knows.

      I couldn’t tell you much about the rest of my conversation with Sheila, the Napa nurse, because my brain was focused and preoccupied on Lyra. I wouldn’t allow myself to turn around to see the expression on her face, but I was haunted a little bit by the way her eyebrows knitted when they walked away.

      You went too far, Dev. You always go too far.

      When it came to Lyra, I was almost always trying too hard. Too hard to impress, too hard to aggravate. But when the power went out I was just…me. And I thought she was just her too. Everything was easy; everything was exciting. Our defenses were down, and the tension between us was at an all-time high.

      It was awesome. And as angry as I was with her, I was desperate to get that back.

      Sheila’s friends entered the lodge, and I breathed a sigh of relief as we said our goodbyes. She’d served a purpose, but I was ready to be rid of her and attempt to mend things with Lyra. I’d salvaged my ego a little bit and was ready to play nice again.

      Hopefully she’d play nice in return.

      After grabbing my crutches, I hobbled over as confidently as I could to the girls at their table. Lyra caught sight of me and pressed her lips together in total annoyance, looking out the window. Allison smiled brightly and grabbed a nearby chair as I approached their table.

      Well, Allison doesn’t know.

      “How’s that foot?” Allison asked.

      “It’s hanging in there. I’ll go see my doctor later this week, make sure it’s healing okay, but I probably won’t get back on the slopes anytime soon.”

      Lyra pretended to choke on her drink.

      “Something you wanna say?” I asked, raising both eyebrows.

      “I mean, c’mon…” Lyra said with a smirk.

      “C’mon, what?”

      “What were the chances of you ever getting ‘back on the slopes’ anyway?”

      “Lyra—” Maren interrupted.

      Lyra shrugged. “I’m just being real.”

      “Always,” I said with a grin, trying to get her to loosen up.

      “So, how’s your friend?”

      “Oh, you mean Sheila?”

      Lyra nodded, narrowing her eyes.

      “Oh she’s fine. Probably on the ski lift by now.” Her expression didn’t change, and I knew I had to get her alone, talk everything out. “So, Lyra, can I, uh… Can I talk to you alone?”

      Maren’s mouth dropped open ever so slightly, as did Lyra’s.

      “I was just going to head upstairs and change.”

      “Great, I’ll go with you.”

      Lyra sighed. “Fine. Do you need a wheelchair or something?”

      “Nah, I’m fine with these.”

      Lyra rose to her feet. I half expected her to bolt to the elevator, leaving me in the dust, but she didn’t. She walked at a pace where I could keep up, hobbling along with my crutches. Luckily we were the only two people riding the elevator.

      “Look,” I began, leaning against the back of the elevator, steadying myself with the bar. “We both said a lot of shit last night, a lot of it we didn’t even mean.”

      Lyra crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Like what?”

      “Shit, Lyra. You bruised my ego, all right? Is that what you wanna hear?”

      Thump. Thump.

      The elevator stopped.

      “Oh no. Oh no, no, no, no, no,” Lyra said, pacing the elevator. “How is this happening?”

      “Relax, I’m sure it’ll be back on in a second.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” she said, placing a hand on her neck, her cheeks turning a deep red. Her nostrils flared and her pupils dilated. “I’m claustrophobic. Like really bad.” With a start, she lunged at the buttons on the elevator, hammering against the “Emergency Call” button over and over. After several more seconds of her pacing back and forth, we heard a distant voice answer the call.

      “We’ll have you out of there in just a few minutes. We apologize for the inconvenience.”

      “Please,” Lyra begged, her voice frantic. “I can’t do this. I need to get out!”

      “Ma’am, I promise, we’ll have you moving again in just a few moments. Try to calm yourself down; there’s nothing to worry about. You are safe and secure within the elevator.”

      “I’ll take care of her, thank you!” I yelled out to the voice. I reached one arm out to Lyra, attempting to rub a hand down her shoulder, trying my best to soothe her. “We’ll be back in the room before you know it.”

      “I just… I can’t breathe in places like this. I hate elevators, hate them!”

      “Maybe if you sat down?” I asked. She stopped pacing and looked down at the marble floor. I could tell she was sizing it up, weighing the steadiness of sitting down versus the germ factory that was that floor. “I’ll sit down with you if you want.”

      “No,” she snapped, then she held up one hand and took a deep breath, lowering her voice. “I’d rather stand, thank you.”

      “While we wait, maybe we should talk.”

      “Not about us,” she said, shaking her head vigorously.

      “Why not?”

      “Because there’s literally anything in the world I’d rather discuss.”

      “How about zombie attacks?”

      “What? Why would I want to talk about that?” Her voice cracked as she spoke, and her eyes welled with tears. She was terrified. I wanted to distract her as best I could, and if we weren’t going to rip off the band-aid and talk about how fucked up we’d been to each other during the last day, then I had to think of something crazy, something to make her laugh.

      I was failing miserably.

      “Fine, bear attacks.”

      She pressed her hands into her eyes,. “I don’t want to think about blood and gore, for God’s sake!”

      “Okay, what else?” I asked, tapping my chin in an overdramatic way. “If you had to choose one food to eat for the rest of your life, what would it be?”

      She paused for a second, and I knew I’d finally distracted her. But how long it would last, I had no idea.

      “It’s the only thing I can eat?”

      “Yep, nothing else. For me, it’s easy—khichdi.”

      She looked perplexed. “What is that again?”

      “Indian dish—rice, lentils, total comfort food deliciousness. Now, what about you?”

      “Uh…um…I, uh…bananas.”

      “That’s it?”

      She shrugged, her eyes vacant. “I like bananas.”

      I tilted my head to the side as I remembered an article I’d read in National Geographic. “You know, I read once that there was this man living in the jungle who lived almost completely on bananas. He was really old. You may be onto something.”

      She didn’t look amused.

      “But what about something else? Like a dish that means something to you, something special that your mom makes or something?”

      “My abuela,” she said, her expression softening. “She taught me how to cook. Her enchiladas will change your life.”

      “I’d like to try them sometime,” I said with a smile.

      Something about that sentence struck a nerve. And a bad one at that. “What are you doing?” she asked, looking suspicious.

      “I’m trying to distract you. You know, because of your panic attack. It’s working, right?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “I would.”

      She rolled her eyes and went back to pacing the small space. Silence hovered around us for at least a minute before I cleared my throat.

      “What about us?”

      “Dev, stop it. There is no us, not anymore.”

      “We have to talk about what happened. We can’t run away from it.”

      “Why not?” She glared at me. “You’re the one who wanted to pretend it never happened!”

      “I was pissed. Maybe I overreacted.”

      “Maybe?” she yelled, throwing her arms out to the side. “And what the fuck was that downstairs in the lodge, huh? Sheila the nurse? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “I talked to her for, like, five minutes.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You didn’t get what you wanted from me, so you moved right on to someone else. Let me guess, you’re meeting up later for drinks.”

      “Um, I think you’re thinking of you and Craig, not me and Sheila.”

      “Don’t do that. Craig has nothing to do with any of this, and you know it! I ended that date to take care of you. God, I wish I could go back and stay the hell away!”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Like you have any idea what I mean or what I think or what I feel! You’re an asshole, Dev, who treats women like...like…”

      “You have no idea how I treat women! You have no idea how I would’ve treated you if you hadn’t been so fucking embarrassed to be seen with me! So don’t you stand there and pretend to know, okay? You don’t get to do that, Lyra!”

      “And you have a girlfriend! None of this even matters, right? Tomorrow you’re going to go right back to Trupti, so why are you even wasting my time?”

      I didn’t know what to say. I’d already made the decision to break things off with Trupti, but to tell Lyra before ending things just felt wrong. I could tell my boys, sure, but to tell the woman I was interested in felt like a betrayal to Trupti. And besides, I was too pissed at her for calling me an asshole, for insinuating that I was a dick to women.

      “That’s what I thought.” Lyra turned back to the buttons, pounding on the red call button again.

      “Yes, we are doing all that we can,” the voice said.

      “Listen to me! I’m in this death box with the person I despise most in the goddamn world. Now get me the hell out of here! Now!”

      And for the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Lyra offered me a painful punch in the gut. And I was wrecked. Completely and totally wrecked.

      “Lyra,” I said, feeling all the blood drain from my face, no longer trying to hide my vulnerability, my pain. She stared at me, her mouth hanging open.

      “I-I didn’t mean it, Dev.”

      “Save it. I have no interest in hearing another word you have to say.”

      And just then, the door opened. Sheepishly, Lyra held it open for me as I stumbled out of the elevator and made my way to the door. She walked ahead of me to open the door. I walked through and went straight for my bedroom, slamming the door behind me.

      

      A few hours later, after I’d taken a nap and popped a few more Advil, Peter knocked on my door. “Hey, man, the girls have decided to have a girls’ night. Wanna grab dinner downstairs with Scott and me? Game starts in ten.”

      Filled with relief at not having to break bread with Lyra, I jumped at the chance to have dinner with my boys. “Yeah, gimme five and I’ll be ready.”

      We were able to grab a booth with a perfect view of the TV, and I was able to rest my foot on the soft leather bench across from me.

      “Geez, Montgomery’s a beast this season.”

      “Seriously, dude,” I said between bites of mozzarella sticks. “This team would be shit without him.”

      “Agreed,” Scott said, tapping his beer bottle to my glass before clearing his throat. “So, what’s going on with you and Lyra? Allison said you asked to talk to her privately. And the next thing I know, you’re all camped out in your room and the girls are planning a men-less dinner. Did something happen between you two?”

      “Not exactly,” I said under my breath, stirring my Tito’s and seltzer with the tiny red straw in my glass. “She just gets under my skin, ya know? She drives me crazy.”

      Scott wiggled his nerdy eyebrows. The only married one among us, we considered him the settled old man of the group, which was stupid because Peter and Maren lived together, and we all knew they were headed down the aisle.

      “What about Trupti?” Peter asked before draining his beer.

      “I’m ending it.”

      “For Lyra?”

      “No,” I said, letting go of my straw and slashing the air with my hand. “Trupti and I…we never should’ve gotten back together in the first place. I realize that now.”

      “You had to try, right? If not, you would have always asked ‘what if.’ I mean, you were really happy when you two first started hooking up again,” Scott said.

      “True, but that was just the sex. We’d always been just fine at that. Our time has passed.”

      “So what about Lyra?”

      “I don’t know. Every time I’m around that girl, my head spins. One minute I’m hot for her…like crazy hot for her, like I’d slay a dragon for her or some shit. But then she opens her goddamn mouth and I want to kill her.”

      Peter laughed. “And I think that feeling is mutual.”

      “Yeah, she made that abundantly clear today. Said I was the person she despised most in the world.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.” I drained my Tito’s and started on my next one. “Don’t I know it.”

      “Sorry, man. But you know Lyra. She’s a hothead just like you. She’ll calm down. You guys just need to sit down and have a rational conversation.”

      “Or they just need to sleep together and get it over with,” Scott said. I stared at him in disbelief.

      “Did you seriously just say that? I’m kind of impressed right now.”

      “Well, yeah,” Peter said with a chuckle, “normally that’s something you’d say.”

      “Exactly,” I said with a wink.

      “Seriously, though, you two have always had this weird chemistry. This love-hate thing, like those romance novels Maren loves to read,” Peter said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Lyra reads them too. And I’m paying the price because I’m not some perfect English gentleman who’s going to ride up and take her away from all of this.”

      “Lyra doesn’t want that, man. She’s not some damsel in distress. She’s a really independent person if you took the time to get to know her,” Peter said, shaking his head and leaning one elbow on the table.

      “Wow, did I touch a nerve?” I asked, taken aback at Peter’s reaction.

      “Listen, you know I’ll always have your back, but I think you’re being too hard on her. She’s a stubborn girl, yes, but she’s a good person. The whole Trupti thing is probably just messing with her head. She gets defensive like that when she doesn’t know where she stands with someone.”

      I recoiled. “And how do you know that? Do you two stay up late braiding each other’s hair while you watch Gossip Girl?”

      “Shut up, man. She’s Maren’s best friend—I’ve gotten to know her. When it comes to men, she wants total transparency. Secrets, lies, she has no patience for any of that shit.”

      “Neither do I!”

      “Right, but did you tell her you’re ending things with Trupti?” Peter pressed.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Trupti should know first. She deserves that much.”

      Peter shook his head. “You need to follow your gut, but don’t wait too long. I’ve watched Lyra flip that switch. It comes fast, and she doesn’t flip back easily, if ever.”

      “I’m not going to change who I am to keep that from happening. Sorry.”

      “And that’s fine. I’m just telling you what I know. She’s not the easiest person, I realize that. But she’s pretty awesome.”

      “I barely know her,” Scott said with a shrug. “But I’d much rather see you with her than Trupti. Just being honest.”

      “Wow, you know, guys, this may be a little too much honesty for me. I just wanted to eat some apps and watch the game with my boys. And now I feel like I’m getting grilled by Dr. Motherfucking Phil.”

      “I’m never going to shoot rainbows and unicorns up your ass, dude,” Peter said with a laugh. “Lyra’s a good one. Don’t let her slip through your fingers. I’m telling you right now: That’s one thing you’ll look back on and regret.”

      I threw a jalapeño popper at him. “Shut up, dude. I can’t take any more of you acting all wise and shit. Just watch the game.”

      Peter shook his head and shifted his body to focus on the television. “Whatever, man. You’ll be begging for my wise ass when she tells you to pound sand.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Now, piss off, I’m watching the game,” Peter said with a sly smile. I grabbed another popper, sat back, and did as Peter said.

      I watched the game with my boys, but Lyra and Peter’s warning lingered in my head.

      Don’t let her slip through your fingers, Dev.

      Yeah, yeah. One woman at a time. I had a relationship to end. And as soon as I got back to Seattle tomorrow morning, that was exactly what I planned to do.
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      Most people hate going back to work after the holidays.

      Not me.

      Every day I get to surround myself with books; the musty smells, the weathered leather bindings, I love it all. Working at the biggest community college in the state, I’m able to assist students with their research, offer liaison services to several departments at the school, and even teach one session per day of library science instruction.

      There’s never a dull moment, and l love it all.

      “You are way too chipper this morning,” said my supervisor, Vern, followed by a large yawn where the wrinkles on his face stretched long and deep. Vern and I had an interesting dynamic. Where I was fresh out of school and eager to go to work every day, Vern was waiting to retire. However, our mutual love of the written word bonded us in a way that others couldn’t understand. In a strange way, we were kindred spirits.

      “Ooh, someone needs more coffee,” I said, placing my coat and purse in my locker.

      “Two cups already this morning; it’s useless. It’s always like this. Late January is the worst.”

      “You need the hard stuff. I’ll hook you up when I go on break,” I said with a laugh, patting him gently on the shoulder.

      “You really are an angel, Castillo,” he said with an appreciative smile. “Quick, how many days until spring break?”

      “Vern, we just had a break.”

      “Is that your answer?”

      Before I could picture the school calendar in my mind, Vern blurted it out. “Sixty-two. Sixty-two more days, Lyra.”

      “And how many days until retirement?”

      “Ugh, too many.”

      “You know, I actually think you’ll miss this place when you’re gone. I can already picture you walking through those doors, begging me to hire you back,” I teased, giving him a wink.

      “And why do you assume you’ll be in charge? Awfully presumptuous of you.” He winked right back.

      “Anyway,” I drew out with a sigh. “Any fires to put out this morning?”

      “Talking about fires in a library is blasphemy, dear.”

      “Sorry, sorry.” I laughed. “I used to work for my best friend; she has a book-and-candle shop downtown…said it all the time, never really thought about it.”

      Vern shook his head. “Kids these days.”

      “Hey! Watch who you’re calling a kid. I have an apartment; I have a car that’s fully paid for. I’m not a kid.”

      “Mea culpa, dear.”

      “Mmmm-hmmmm,” I said, shaking my head. “So let me try this again in a way that won’t offend. What’s on the docket this morning?”

      “Just getting back into it. Preparing for the truckloads of books that’ll get returned today.”

      “Ah, yes, the post-winter break purge,” I said with a laugh and a smile that I knew would annoy Vern. I did it anyway. “But then we get to shelve them.”

      “Oh joy,” Vern said, grumbling and reaching into the pocket of his charcoal gray wool cardigan sweater. Beneath it was a checkered Oxford shirt and a bow tie. As crotchety as he could be, the man had some serious senior style. He pulled out a pack of Altoids, like he always did.

      “Wintergreen today? What’s the occasion?”

      “Too many candy canes,” he grumbled. “Want one?”

      “Nah, I’m good, thanks.”

      “You know, every day I ask you and every day you turn me down. You got something against fresh breath?”

      “Just not a big mint person. Now, buy the cinnamon ones and that’s another story.”

      “Ick. Never.” Vern made a face like he’d tasted a sour lemon, and I rolled my eyes. Another day with Vern, another joke about mints and book returns.

      Another day in paradise.

      The morning picked up as more yawning students walked into the library, backpacks and phones in tow. I was fully immersed in scanning in returned books when a voice called to me from the other end of the counter.

      “Excuse me, sorry to bother you.”

      She was a petite young woman, probably eighteen or nineteen years old, with rich brown skin and deep black hair tied up tight in a high ponytail. My breath caught as I took in the sight of her. She looked just like Dev. Just like him.

      I cleared my throat, returning the books to the counter and walking toward her. “What can I help you with?”

      “My professor just assigned this massive project, and I’m not sure where to start.”

      “Subject.”

      “Western Civ.”

      “Ahh, let me guess. Professor Rademacher?”

      “How did you know?”

      With a shrug, I gave a friendly wave of the hand. “Semester project. It’s his thing.”

      “It’s overwhelming.”

      “We’ll get you set up, don’t worry,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Do you have a thesis yet? Or just a topic?”

      “No thesis yet, but hoping I can figure that out after I do some research. I think I wanna focus on the Renaissance.”

      “Good choice,” I said, walking around the counter. “We have a ton of stuff for that time period and some really great reference materials for you. You’ll have your thesis in no time.”

      I led her to the shelves that were filled with books about the Renaissance. She oohed and ahhed as I stacked book after book on a cart for her to peruse.

      “Awesome. You’re amazing!” she said with a wide grin. I knew that grin; I did.

      “No problem. Feel free to ask for me anytime you need help and you’re not sure where to start.” I looked down at my chest, realizing I’d forgotten my name tag. “I’m Lyra, by the way. And I’m here five days a week.”

      “Wait.” She narrowed her eyes, looking just as surprised as I must have looked when I first laid eyes on her. “Lyra, did you say?”

      “Yeah,” I said, tilting my head slightly to the side.

      “Oh my God, I—what are the chances? I can’t believe this. He said you were a librarian, but I never thought you worked at my school!” She looked off to the side, lost in thought. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Who?”

      “My brother… Dev. I’m Savita.”

      “Oh,” I said, unsure of what else to say. She extended her hand and I shook it. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      That explains the twinlike resemblance.

      “I was afraid of that reaction. Now you’ll probably never want to help me again.” She rolled her eyes with a sigh.

      “No, it’s just… When you first walked up to the counter, you reminded me of him.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. Everyone thinks we look like twins, but the dude’s, like, eight years older than me, so that’s insulting. I mean, c’mon, I don’t look thirty. He does, of course, but not me.”

      “Think of it as a compliment to him.”

      “Still,” she shook her head, “still.”

      Her speech patterns mirrored his. She spoke quickly, just like Dev; she waved her arms in an animated way when she talked. Again, just like her brother. To borrow a favorite word of Vern’s, it was “uncanny.”

      “So he told you about me?”

      Savita opened her mouth, suddenly looking sheepish. “Yeah, I mean, about the ski trip and everything. That’s all, really. I don’t know anything else.”

      Total lie, but I appreciate you trying.

      She said before releasing her backpack from her shoulder and unzipping it. “Hey, want to try something I’ve been working on?”

      “Um…” I said, peering into her backpack. She pulled out a plastic container filled with some sort of baked good.

      “Peanut butter and jelly cookies,” she said with a wide grin. “I mean, everyone likes PB& J, right? Wait, are you allergic?”

      “Nope.”

      Savita looked relieved. “Phew, okay.” She lifted the top of the container, and the rich smell of peanut butter tickled my nostrils. My stomach growled and Savita smiled.

      “I heard that. Here.” She passed me a cookie.

      “Thanks.”

      “Go on. I want to see your face when you try it.”

      “Oh,” I said, a little surprised but amused. Biting into the thick cookie, I was impressed. The peanut butter flavor was perfect, and when I pulled the cookie away, I could see raspberry jam peeking out from the center of the cookie. “Wow.”

      “Really? Do you think it needs anything else?”

      I took another bite, savoring the sweetness of the jam. “No, they’re perfect.”

      Savita lit up, looking ecstatic. “Sweet!”

      As wonderful as the cookie was, I wasn’t quite done thinking about Dev.

      “Hey, how’s Dev’s ankle?” I asked.

      “Oh good, I think he’s off the crutches now, but I haven’t seen him in a week or so. I hear about him from my mom, mostly. I really can’t handle him right now.” Again, she made a face, like she’d said too much.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Um, you know, just stupid sibling stuff.” She shrugged it off. “I should probably dig into these books, though. I have another class in a half hour.”

      “Of course. I should get back to the desk. Lots of books coming back in today. Good luck on your project, and it was nice meeting you.”

      “Yeah, you too.” Savita smiled weakly, her enthusiasm diminished.

      What the hell did he tell you, Savita?

      I’d managed to keep Dev mostly out of my mind since leaving the ski resort by busying myself with yoga, reading, and spending time with Maren, but he popped up every so often. I’d hear his voice, remember a joke from the weekend or, unfortunately, I’d remember one of our many fights and how angry he was at me after our disastrous elevator ride. It wasn’t my proudest moment. Not at all.

      I’d thought about texting him to apologize but figured he needed some time to cool down. And then, after a few days had passed, it seemed like I’d missed my moment and figured I should just let things go. And so I’d done that, fighting the urge to ask Maren and Peter how Dev was doing every single time I saw them. I was playing it cool and I was succeeding, suffering in silence.

      Meeting Savita, though, took it to another level. I missed him. Good God, did I miss that man. And I hated myself for it.

      Normally with men, it was very easy for me to turn off my feelings if I felt we weren’t right for each other. But this time…this time, I knew Dev and I were an absolute disaster and yet, I still ached for him. I still wanted to see where that night could have gone if not for our friends walking through that door.

      Would it have lasted a night? A weekend? Would I have hated myself for hooking up with him knowing he would be going back home to Trupti? The questions swirled constantly in my mind, and now that I knew Dev had told Savita about me, the questions were starting to snowball in my already distracted brain.

      “Vern, I’m going on lunch a little early if that’s okay,” I said a couple of hours later when I still couldn’t get my head on straight to focus on my work.

      “Whatever,” he said, reading the newspaper with his reading glasses sitting awkwardly on the tip of his nose. “Still getting me some coffee?”

      “Of course.”

      After grabbing myself a grilled chicken salad and seltzer water, I found a small table in the corner of the school’s cafeteria. I had three missed text messages.

      First was from Maren: Still on for drinks tonight?

      I replied to her right away before moving on to the others. Yes, please!

      Second was from my mother: You didn’t call me yesterday. I expect a call today, Lyra.

      I rolled my eyes as I continued to the third message. This one was from Peter.

      “Interesting,” I muttered to myself. Peter and I had become friends, but it was on the rare occasion that he reached out himself and not through Maren. That was just how guys were.

      His text read: I really need to talk to you. Can you call me after work?

      My stomach flipped a bit as I read and reread that message, wondering what he could possibly want to talk to me about. I replied to Maren, then called my mom to get it over with.

      The thing about my mom was that we’d always had a relationship of the extremes. I would literally do anything for the woman. Like anything. I would lay my life on the line for hers, but when she harps on the fact that I was almost thirty and still single, I literally wanted to kill her. There was no in-between.

      Did she mean well? Yes. But it was hard to remember that when she was driving me crazy trying to marry me off to any single man her girlfriends told her about.

      By the way, that was not a joke. She once texted me from the house of her best friend, who was having a new refrigerator installed. She sent me picture after picture of the installer because she happened to notice he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. It didn’t matter that I reminded her I no longer lived near her in California, and that I was a plane ride away from the dude. She. Would. Not. Stop. Until she tried to sell him on her beautiful daughter who lived in Seattle. He politely informed her he didn’t wear his ring on jobs so as not to damage it.

      Smart man.

      “Finally,” she huffed into the phone. My mother didn’t say hello. Ever.

      “Nice to hear your voice too, Mama.”

      “Oh stop it, you know how I worry. You make me wait days to hear from you. Why? Why is that acceptable?”

      I liked to compare my mother to Marie Barone on that old sitcom Everybody Loves Raymond. She means well, yes, but good lord in heaven she can wear you down with her “love.” And at least Ray had a brother to share the load with. I was an only child. And she was really bored. With Dad busy giving flamenco guitar lessons at the local music shop and golfing whenever he had a free day, she was left alone a lot. And she resented it. With that extra time, she focused on her unmarried daughter and never failed to remind me of the fact that I hadn’t yet settled down.

      “Mama, that’s not true. I texted you last night, remember?”

      “Whatever,” she huffed, knowing I was right. “What’s new?”

      “First day back at work. Nothing much else.”

      “Seeing anyone yet?”

      It was the yet in that sentence that really bugged me. It always insinuated that I should have already found someone. I rolled my eyes. It was nothing new, but it still annoyed me to no end.

      “Nope.”

      “Same answer every time. Knowing you, you’re in love and hiding it from your mother. Chica obstinada.”

      “Mama, relax. You know if I was seeing someone, I’d tell you, if for no other reason than to get you off my back!” I said with a laugh, hoping to soften the blow of my blunt reality. I hadn’t told her about Dev, but I was still being honest… He and I weren’t dating. We weren’t anything really anymore. So it was the truth.

      “I met a really nice man at the supermarket the other day. Manager of my Whole Foods.”

      “Is that right?” I asked, popping a bite of salad into my mouth, half-listening and half-people watching the other people in the cafeteria.

      “Maybe you should come back to L.A.”

      “And do what? Live with you and Dad? Marry the Whole Foods guy?”

      “Don’t sass me. I just want what’s best for you.”

      “I know that. Please, you know I love Seattle. I know it’s hard having me live so far away, but you have to trust that I’m happy here. I hated L.A., and you know it.”

      “Fine, fine.”

      I could tell that her patience was wearing thin. I was getting to the point with my mother that I was considering making up a boyfriend. I could think of someone that fit all of her criteria…wealthy, handsome, and fit with ambition and drive. She would be positively thrilled. Until I had to end said fake relationship before she flew out to Seattle to surprise me and meet my too-perfect-to-be-real boyfriend.

      It could happen. No, it would happen. No boundaries. Not one.

      “Listen, Mama, lunch break is ending and I’ve barely touched my food.”

      “Are you eating enough? Should I send you something?”

      “Ahh, you know I can never turn anything down.”

      “I’ll surprise you, sweet girl. Something delicious.”

      “Thanks, Mama.” And again, I was back to wanting to do anything for the woman, loving her infinitely. When we didn’t talk about my marital status, we were usually on much better paper. And it never hurt that she was almost as good of a cook as my abuela. Almost.

      After hanging up the phone, I pondered the fake boyfriend route and realized that Dev fit all of my mother’s criteria. Every single box was checked. She would love him—not for the same reasons I would, but would love him all the same.

      Ugh. I couldn’t believe I’d just thought about myself potentially loving Dev. This madness had to stop. I needed closure. I had to find a way to leave New Year’s Eve in the past and really move on, knowing that weekend was just a blip, a quirk, a memory. It wasn’t real and neither was the potential for Dev and me to be anything more than frenemies.

      Glancing down at my phone, I realized I hadn’t responded to Peter. Quickly, I called him, using up the last few minutes of my lunch break. Who needed food, right?

      He answered immediately.

      “Hey, Lyra.”

      “Peter, is everything okay? Your text sounded urgent…and a little cryptic.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that, just didn’t want to text this. Phone is better.”

      “Um, okay.”

      “I need your help. I’m going to ask Maren to marry me, and I have no idea what kind of ring to get her. Like, none at all. Considering we live together, it’s really pathetic.”

      I laughed and squealed a bit. “Oh my God, you’re doing it!”

      “Yeah, I’m pumped. She’ll say yes, right?”

      “Do you really have to ask that? You live together; you bought a house in a good school district.”

      “That’s not why we bought it,” he scoffed.

      “Whatever. You’re endgame. She’ll say yes. She’ll probably ask you what took you so damn long!”

      “Okay, so any advice on rings?”

      “Platinum, for sure. Maren’s not big on gold.”

      “Okay, good, platinum. Thanks.”

      “And she loves solitaires. She’s kinda simple like that.”

      “Wait, have you two talked about this? I mean, do you have an exact ring in mind?”

      I grimaced. Maren was hoping that when Peter was ready, he would ask my advice. So I knew exactly what style she wanted. She didn’t wear a lot of jewelry, and with her candle-making, she always tried to keep things simple. A platinum solitaire diamond would be easy to manage, easy to keep clean, and just as beautiful as one with lots of little stones.

      “I’ll send you a link,” I said with a laugh, knowing he would catch my drift. He chuckled into the phone.

      “I should have known you’d have an immediate answer for me.”

      “I mean, your girl is organized. She knows what she likes; can’t fault her for that.”

      “You’re absolutely right. And it’s a relief. This way I know I’ll get her exactly what she wants.”

      “By the way, she’s not picky on the size of the diamond. She made that very clear to me. Whatever works best for you, she’ll be happy with.”

      He sighed into the phone. “God, I’m lucky, aren’t I?”

      “Yep, I want at least five carats.” The phone went silent. “Dude, I’m totally kidding!”

      “I was just surprised is all,” Peter said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, yeah. But yes, you are very lucky, and you shouldn’t waste any time.”

      “Maybe I could take her on a trip? Especially since we didn’t really get to enjoy the ski trip like we’d hoped.”

      “Sure, find some other beautiful resort and get away for the weekend. I can even help out at the shop if need be. This place only needs me on weekdays.”

      “Got it. Can’t thank you enough, Lyra. Don’t forget the link, okay? I want to get on this ASAP.”

      “I’m on it. So excited for you, seriously.”

      “Thank you, you’re the best.”

      “Nah, I just love Maren. And you’ve kinda grown on me too, McTavish.”

      “Feeling is mutual.”

      “By the way, why didn’t you tell me Dev had a sister? And that she goes to this school?”

      “Um, I’m sure we’ve mentioned Savita a few times. I think you just never paid attention. You never really cared about Dev, to be honest. When his name came up you usually tuned us out.”

      “True.” There was a pause as I realized just how indifferent I’d always been to Dev in the past. Yes, he annoyed me when we were forced together by Peter and Maren, but other than that, he was outta sight, outta mind most of the time. “I met her today.”

      “They look exactly alike, don’t they?”

      “It was unnerving,” I said with a nervous laugh, tucking my hair behind my ear.

      “She’s harmless.”

      “Are the they close?” I asked, curious about their dynamic.

      “Not really; big age difference there. I think they annoy each other more than they get along. Sound familiar?” He laughed.

      “You’re hilarious.” I rolled my eyes but knew he was right. “I’d better run.”

      “Right. Thanks again, you’re a lifesaver!”

      “Anytime, friend.”

      I hung up the phone and shoveled in the last of my salad. I hustled back to the library, stopping briefly at the campus Starbucks to get a cappuccino for Vern.

      I hoped Peter would propose sooner rather than later. Keeping a secret like this from Maren could be hard. Like, really hard. So hard, I was relieved we no longer worked together constantly. I would be toast if we did.

      But then I realized we were having drinks that night. I needed a poker face—a good one. And I really needed to figure out how to get closure with Dev.

      An idea popped into my head and with a satisfied smile on my face, I texted Peter asking him for a favor of my own.

      Get your game face on, Castillo.
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      I was in a funk.

      Not because I ended things with Trupti, not because I was missing her or the sex… Well, maybe I missed the sex. Okay, I definitely missed the sex. But more than that, I missed Lyra. I surprised myself with how much, actually. I honestly thought that getting back to Seattle and dealing with Trupti would kinda cleanse my mind of Lyra and our weekend together at the resort.

      It didn’t.

      When Peter invited me to go for a short run this morning, I jumped at it. It was a surprisingly balmy morning with no ice on the ground, which made it easy me to get back into my favorite form of exercise. I’d been off my crutches for a couple of weeks, but hadn’t yet gone for a run even though my doctor said I could try. So, Peter suggested we do a couple of miles, instead of our normal five, just to get me back into it. I was really looking forward to it. Whenever I was hanging out with my boys or lost in intense exercise, I was able to have clarity, to have balance in my head. A run with Peter was exactly what I needed.

      “How’s your foot?” Peter asked when we were cooling down and walking down the quiet downtown streets. Our ritual was to run ourselves ragged and grab a coffee before heading to our homes to shower and go about our days.

      “A little stiff, but not too bad.”

      “Have you talked to her?”

      “Trup?”

      Peter nodded.

      “Nah, she told me to go to hell, which I expected. I mean, I was honest with her… about everything. So she was pissed.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Pete looked confused, raising one eyebrow.

      “Yeah, but I wanted to. To her, that was even worse.” I let out a sardonic laugh. “Women are fucked up.”

      “Sometimes, yeah,” Peter said, but his words didn’t match his expression. I had to cut the guy some slack. He was in love, and I remembered that feeling; I remembered it well.

      “By the way, don’t tell Lyra that I broke up with Trup.”

      “O-kay, but why?”

      “She’ll think it was for her, and I don’t want to give her the satisfaction.” I shook my head. “That’s all I’m going to say. I don’t want to waste another second talking about that woman. She’ll ruin my entire day if I do.”

      Peter looked away, appearing awkward. I knew he hated when I talked so negatively about Lyra since they’d gotten so tight, but if I couldn’t be real with him, then what kind of friendship did we even have? I decided to change the subject to something much better than the unending civil war between Lyra and me.

      “You nervous, man?”

      “About proposing?”

      “No, about walking down this dangerous Seattle street.” I rolled my eyes as I teased him. “Of course about proposing. This is huge, dude!”

      “I know she’ll say yes.” He paused and I said nothing, knowing that in two-point-two seconds, he’d be in sheer panic.

      I’d walked this road before myself.

      Peter stopped walking. “Wait. She is going to say yes, right?”

      I patted him on the back and urged him forward with my hand. “Of course she is. She’s crazy about you.”

      “Lyra said the same thing. Okay, I can stop freaking out.”

      Just the mention of Lyra’s name made my muscles tense. I changed the subject. “Whether or not she says yes should not be your concern. How you ask is the important thing.”

      “I was thinking of taking her away next weekend. What do you think?”

      I nodded. “Sure, I like it. But you could also just do it at home…surprise her after work or something, a trail of rose petals waiting for her at the door. Put her own candles all over the damn place.”

      Once again, Peter stopped walking. “When’d you get so romantic?”

      “Shut up, dude. I’ve got a heart of gold, you know that.” I waved him away. “I can help you if you want.”

      Peter lit up like a damn Christmas tree. “That’d be awesome.”

      We approached our favorite coffee shop, and Peter’s expression changed as he opened the door. “Don’t be pissed, okay?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He looked away. “You’ll see in about ten seconds.”

      “Did you drop acid when I wasn’t looking, man?” I asked, walking into the coffee shop. The rich smells of caramel and dark roast coffee assaulted my senses in the best possible way. “What has gotten into you—”

      I stopped in my tracks as I saw Lyra siting at the nearest table, a styrofoam box in front of her.

      Peter patted me on the back. “I’m gonna grab a coffee and take off.”

      “Dude, you’re dead,” I muttered under my breath. “So dead.”

      Lyra wore a guilty smile on her face as she rose to her feet to greet me. “I come in peace,” she said softly. There was no doubt she looked impossibly gorgeous. Her hair was up in a messy bun and her deep red sweater warmed her already tan skin. She was fucking radiant, and it pissed me off.

      “Please sit, okay?” Lyra asked, sitting down. “I got you a caramel macchiato. Peter said it’s your favorite.”

      She slid the steaming cup toward the other side of the table. I stood behind the chair, unsure if I trusted myself to sit down and fall back into her web. “That was nice of you.”

      “Dev,” Lyra said, looking around the shop. “Please, five minutes. That’s all I need.”

      “Fine,” I said with a compliant sigh as I sat in the wooden seat. “What’s that?” I asked, nodding toward the styrofoam container under her hands. She pressed her lips together in a closed smile, sliding the box toward me. In large letters, it said, “TRUCE? -L”

      “Pancakes?” I raised one eyebrow, appreciating the gesture more than I wanted to admit.

      “With extra butter and syrup. I know how you like them soggy.”

      “But you didn’t bring any for you,” I said, looking at her empty spot.

      “I’m good. Eat, eat.”

      Opening the box, the rich smell of butter and flour mixed with the already incredible smell of the coffee shop. My stomach growled loudly, and Lyra laughed. She handed me a set of plastic silverware encased in a sleeve.

      “You didn’t have to do all this,” I said. “The coffee would have been enough.”

      “Just eat,” she said, scratching the side of her neck.

      After spreading the perfectly softened butter on the golden cakes, I drained each cup of syrup she’d included. “And if that’s not enough, I have more in my purse,” Lyra said, pulling a bottle of syrup from her bag.

      I couldn’t help but laugh before digging in. The first bite tickled my tongue as the flavors danced in my freaking mouth. “Holy crap, these are good.”

      “You like them?”

      “Um, yeah… Where did you get these? Because I need to eat there, like, every day.”

      Lyra chuckled. “I made them.”

      “No shit,” I said between bites, shocked that anyone could make pancakes this delicious at their home. “I had no idea you were such a good cook.”

      “My abuela taught me. If you think those are good, you should try my sopapillas.”

      “What are those?”

      “They’re these amazing fried pastries. I dip them in sugar and drizzle with honey. Heaven on Earth. And sometimes, when I’m really feeling ambitious, I make them with fresh horchata ice cream.”

      “My stomach just growled while I’m stuffing my face,” I joked. “That all sounds awesome, and I don’t even know what horchata is.”

      “It’s a rice drink with lots of cinnamon. I use raisins in the ice cream, too, for extra sweetness and texture. It’s my abuela’s secret recipe, but she gave it to me. Bypassed my mom, which made her flip.” Lyra laughed, and I watched as she lit up when she talked about cooking and her grandmother. There was even more to this woman than I realized and I felt my anger washing away with each bite of the rich, sweet pancakes.

      “So, as much as I enjoy hearing about your prowess in the kitchen, what’s this all about?”

      Lyra sat up straight, her expression serious. “I want a truce. A real one.”

      “Um, okay.”

      “I really screwed up in that elevator, and I know that. I’m really sorry for what I said, and I’m not going to try to justify it with any excuses. What’s done is done, and all I can do is own it and give you a sincere apology.”

      “Wow. Thanks.” I took another bite.

      “But,” she said, raising one sexy eyebrow. God, I wanted to rip off all her clothes, even though I sensed she was about to put me in my place. “You need to take some ownership of some of the shit that went down too.”

      “Such as?” I asked, being deliberately difficult. I wanted to see where she was going.

      “The whole hand thing… and Sheila…” She tilted her head forward, waiting for my acknowledgment.

      “Sure, okay. Yeah, I may have had some shit moments too.”

      Lyra shook her head. “I guess that’s all the apology I’m gonna get, huh?”

      “I’m not the best at those.” I shrugged. “But I’ll honor your request. I’ll give you your truce.”

      “Thank you,” she said, looking only partially satisfied with my response. Part of me wanted to give her more than that, to take her hand again and ask to go back to that moment siting at the coffee table. To tell her about ending things with Trupti and how badly I wanted to get close enough to smell her, to kiss and taste her lips for the first time now that I was free to do it. There was so much I wanted to say to Lyra, but instead, I just took another bite of my pancakes.

      “Friends?” she asked before taking a sip of her drink. I leaned forward and wiped the tiniest bit of foam from her perfectly sculpted nose. She sucked in her breath just a bit at my touch, and a feeling of satisfaction swept through me. Her cheeks reddened, and she licked her lips tentatively as our eyes locked.

      Friends, my ass.

      “Friends,” I said with a nod. My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      “Sorry. I gotta take this; it’s work.”

      “Sure,” Lyra said with a smile.

      “Yeah,” I said into the phone, walking outside so I could hear the associate calling from Australia. Of course there was a crisis, and I couldn’t handle it at the coffee shop. I had to get back to my apartment in order to tackle it. But I wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye to Lyra.

      I knew I wanted to spend as much time with Lyra as I possibly could, and Peter’s proposal plans could really work in my favor. To jump back in now full force might scare her away, so I needed to be smart, calculated, patient. I walked back into the coffee shop and smiled.

      “So, now that we’re friends and all, I could use your help with something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, we both know about Peter and Maren. He told me you’re helping him with the ring. And we both know she’ll say yes.”

      “Oh totally,” she said, taking another sip of her drink. I was sad to see no foam this time on her nose.

      “So, I was thinking… I want to throw them an engagement party. Nothing major, just friends and stuff at his favorite bar.”

      “Wait, your Monday night football place?” Her tone was dismissive.

      “Yeah,” I sat back, feeling defensive. “What’s wrong with that place?”

      She took a deep breath. “Nothing, it’s just… Shouldn’t it be for both of them?”

      “Look, I’m happy to bankroll this whole thing, so maybe you can be a little flexible here? Pete loves that place, and so do I. And as much as I love little Mare, I don’t think she’ll really care, do you?”

      “Fine, you’re right. She’d be happy just to see everyone.” She gave me a fake dirty look. She hated when I was right. “So what do you need me for then?”

      “Basically everything else,” I said with a laugh. “I’m just playing. We’ll do it together. Guest list, decorations, food, all that stuff.”

      “We should probably wait until they’re actually engaged…”

      “Is that a yes?” I asked, leaning forward and leaning my elbows on the table, giving her puppy-dog eyes. She laughed, which was my goal.

      Lyra laughed with her entire body, and I loved it. I loved watching her shoulders shake and her head tilt back. Sometimes she even tapped her feet.

      “Fine, yes. I’ll do it…for Maren.”

      “And Pete.”

      “Yes, of course. Can’t forget him.” Her expression turned pensive, and she looked off to the side, breaking eye contact, a somewhat dreamy smile on her face. “They really are good together.”

      “Yes, they are,” I said, popping the last bit of pancakes into my mouth. “Lucky bastards.”

      And then Lyra laughed again. This time with her whole body. I even heard her toes tap against the tile.

      And just like that, the funk I’d been in for weeks lifted. I felt lighter, calmer.

      I felt happy.
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      A week after peace was formed with Dev over coffee and homemade truce pancakes, I was meeting Maren for our Sunday morning yoga class. I hadn’t heard anything more from Peter about his plans to propose, so I was all too curious when she walked through the door. No, she glided through the door with a dreamy expression on her face.

      “Someone got laid last night,” I said, joking, wondering if there was more to that smile than just a satisfying orgasm.

      Maren laughed, holding her yoga mat tightly to her chest, her hand on full display. And on that hand was a big, shiny, sparkling diamond solitaire ring on a platinum band. Almost exactly like the one I’d sent to Peter. It was gorgeous.

      “Oh my God, Mare! Congratulations!” I pulled her into a tight hug, and she exhaled deeply.

      “Thank you, and thank you for helping him with the ring. It’s perfect.”

      “My pleasure! But when did this happen, and why didn’t you call me?” I asked, half joking as I dramatically placed both hands on my hips.

      “Because I’m a dork and I wanted to see if you’d notice the ring,” she said with a shrug. “And he just did it last night. Moira, my sister, is in town, so I met her for a drink after I closed the shop for the day. I was a little annoyed with Peter for not going with me… That is, until I got home.”

      Maren pulled out her phone and started scrolling. “Look at what he did! Did you know about all this?”

      I watched in awe as she scrolled. Peter had created a glowing trail of candles, flowers, and rose petals that led to their backyard. Their fire pit was burning brightly, and the lights they usually hung above their patio in the summertime glowed against the darkened winter sky.

      “He was waiting by the fire pit. The house smelled amazing—he used all of my winter scents, cranberry, pine, all of them.”

      “That’s so romantic, Mare. And so perfect for you. Nicely done, McTavish.”

      “Dev helped him. I couldn’t believe it.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, taken aback that Dev would have his hand in anything other than the party we were going to plan.

      “Yeah, I guess Peter was going to take me out of town, propose in a restaurant, but Dev came up with the candles and the flowers and proposing at home. He told Peter that our home was significant, and it’s where our future should begin. Officially.”

      Whoa.

      “Holy shit,” I blurted, staring through Maren.

      “I know!” she exclaimed with a giddy laugh.

      My mouth went dry as I struggled to swallow and take in this side of Dev.

      “Give me that,” I said finally, grabbing her phone and scrolling once again through the pictures, my mouth agape as I processed the fact that Dev was behind it all. “Dev did this? Dev Modi?”

      “Yep, who knew he was such a romantic at heart, huh?”

      “Not me,” I said, feeling myself getting a little flushed.

      “Lyra,” Maren said, taking her phone back and narrowing her eyes in suspicion. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “Nothing, oh my God, seriously, nothing,” I said, waving her way. “No, no, no, no, no.”

      “Right,” Maren said, raising her eyebrows high. “Well, I was asked to keep this to myself, but of course I’m going to tell you.”

      I rolled my eyes, waving away any discretion that she may have been tempted to keep. That wasn’t our style. We told each other everything but kept all revealed secrets between us.

      “We have no boundaries.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, what is it?”

      “Dev broke up with Trupti,” she said with optimistic doe eyes.

      “What? When?” I asked, my heart pounding hard as adrenaline shot through my belly.

      “Right after the ski trip. I guess he drove straight to her apartment and ended it.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah, I know. Timing is…interesting, to say the least.”

      “Not necessarily,” I said, trying to wrap my mind around all of that information. “I mean, if it had anything to do with me, don’t you think I would have heard from him? I was the one who had to reach out and that was weeks after they broke up. Maybe they were having all kinds of problems.”

      “They were,” Maren said with a nod. “But still, I think it’s telling. And you said yourself he was pissed at you for what you said in the elevator. Maybe he was just cooling off and wasn’t ready to talk to you yet. He accepted your apology, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, still feeling a little overwhelmed. “He did.”

      “Well, anyway, I just thought you should know. Take that information for whatever it’s worth. You know where I stand.”

      I laughed. “I think we all do.”

      “Maybe not Dev. I never wanted to get his hopes up.”

      “But with Peter and me for sure. You’ve made yourself very clear.”

      “Indeed,” she said with a laugh. “C’mon, class is starting.”

      “Coffee after? We can stop and get some bridal magazines. It’s time to plan.”

      “I would love that.” Maren smiled so wide. She was glowing, and it made me so happy. “That could take a while. Got any lunch plans?”

      “I do now.”

      Later that day, after we’d spent hours paging through the magazines as we devoured Cobb salads at our favorite cafe near Maren’s shop, I made my way back to my apartment. Just as I was putting my key in the lock, my phone pinged with a text. I glanced down and saw Dev’s name, disturbed by how excited it made me to see his name on my phone.

      Get a grip, Lyra. You couldn’t stand the man just a month ago.

      After putting all of my things down on my kitchen counter, I allowed myself to read the full message.

      -Yo. Party time! Let’s get to it.

      I waited fifteen minutes before responding. Yes, I was that girl.

      -Well, you don’t waste any time. They just got engaged last night.

      -I’m aware. Meet me tomorrow at the bar?

      -Are you sure you want to have it there? I mean…I hear the public works building might be available.

      I couldn’t resist. First, he sent the staring emoji with huge eyes and I laughed to myself, knowing I was already driving him crazy.

      -You’re hilarious. Seriously, though. 8:00?

      -Sure, I’ll be there. Do they know we’re planning this for them?

      -Not yet.

      -Don’t you think we should probably talk to them first? Make sure we’re all on the same page.

      -Lyra. Stop it. The location isn’t going to change and I know they’re going to love it. Don’t make me take you off the project.

      -Well, we can’t have that.

      -So are you going to play nice?

      I took a deep breath before replying. I was tired of being polite, I wanted to push things forward, even if just a tiny bit.

      -If you’re lucky.

      Dev didn’t respond right away. The three little dots bounced, then stopped, then bounced again.

      -Okay, Khaleesi…

      A wide smile stretched across my face as I read that word aloud softly to myself. I had no real idea what a Khaleesi was, but when Dev called me that name, I became putty in his hands.

      -I really need to Google that word.

      -Or just watch the BEST SHOW EVER ON TELEVISION.

      -Ugh. Too many hours to invest.

      -Or you’re just a wimp and can’t handle the occasional decapitation or…ahem, castration.

      -Um, no, I have a stomach of steel. Almost nothing grosses me out. But I can never follow those fantasy shows. And I’ve heard this one has an enormous cast. I’d need to take notes just to keep up.

      -Or just watch it with me…

      -But you’ve already watched it!

      -Twice. What’s your point?

      -Wouldn’t you feel like you were wasting your time?

      -Bite your tongue, woman. Look, just saying—if you decide to give it a try, I’ll be your GoT translator. I did it for my sister, I can do it for you.

      -I met her, by the way.

      -Savita?!? For real? What are the chances?

      -Yep! Why didn’t you tell me she goes to my school?

      -I thought you were done with school.

      -I’m a librarian.

      -No shit! I always assumed you were working with little kids, you know? Like kindergarteners.

      -What about me screams kindergarten to you?

      -I mean, you were good with that little Olympian on the bunny hill.

      A laugh escaped my lips, remembering that I had very little interaction with that little boy. Dev talked to him more than I did.

      -Nope, little ones aren’t my thing.

      -Well, that’s a funny coincidence. She looks just like me, doesn’t she?

      -Carbon copy.

      -I know, it drives her nuts!

      -Why?

      -The age difference, makes her feel old I guess. Whatever, I look gooooooood. And I don’t look a day over 22.

      -And so humble, too.

      -LOL You know it, girl.

      I paused for a moment, not sure how I wanted to respond. Before I had a chance to decide, Dev wrote again, taking the pressure off.

      -Okay, gotta bounce. Dinner with family and if I keep my mom waiting, she’ll have my ass on a platter. 8:00 tomorrow. Be there.

      -You got it.

      I plugged my phone in and secretly wondered what it would be like to eat dinner with Dev and his family on a Sunday night. I bet it would be nice. Really nice.

      The following night, I walked into Dev and Peter’s favorite sports bar—Bennet’s. It was downtown, just a couple of blocks from Maren’s shop and it was…fine. It smelled like stale beer; there were peanuts thrown on the floor and blaring TV screens all around the place. And it was loud. Really loud. Not exactly the place I would have chosen, but if Dev was bound and determined to pay for everything, I knew I needed to keep my mouth shut about the location.

      Dev was sitting at the bar talking to a ridiculously attractive bartender when I arrived. He caught sight of me in his peripheral vision and turned, his eyes growing wide as he hopped off the barstool.

      “There she is!” he said, and suddenly the bartender no longer concerned me at all.

      “Morgan, this is Lyra—best friend of the bride.”

      “Ah,” Morgan said, extending her hand as I approached the bar. “Great to meet you. Dev and I were just going over the private party packages.”

      “Morgan handles all the special events here. Can I get you a drink?” Dev asked, walking behind me and helping me take my coat off. He draped it across his arm and patted the barstool in front of me. “Have a seat.” He then walked to the next barstool and gingerly placed my wool coat and scarf on the worn leather seat.

      Nice touch.

      “Scotch on the rocks with a twist, please.”

      Morgan nodded and got right to work on my drink.

      Dev pulled his head back, raising one eyebrow. “Really?”

      “What?”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “It’s just a drink, Dev. Calm down,” I said with a laugh, settling into my barstool.

      “I know, it’s just…most girls I know want the sweet stuff.”

      “I’m full of surprises, I guess.”

      Dev licked his lips, studying my face. “I guess you are.”

      My pulse raced, and I felt naked as his eyes traveled across my skin. When Morgan placed the drink on the bar, it took everything in me not to grab it and gulp it down, just to ease the tension, to get my bearings. Guys usually didn’t make me come unglued like this.

      But Dev did.

      Good lord, I’m in trouble.

      Dev’s phone buzzed. He picked it up, and his brow furrowed. “Sorry, I have to take this. Work.” He walked outside to take the call. And I was grateful for the moment to compose myself, but secretly wondered why he always went outside for work calls.

      Taking a quick sip of my drink, I savored the citrus notes and grabbed the plastic stick with two slices of lemon on the end. I dunked the stick several times in the glass, watching the rind of the fruit glisten as it came to the surface.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, placing his phone back in his pocket. “Where were we?”

      “Bar packages, I think?”

      “Yeah, we’re going with the gold,” Dev said, grabbing his drink, which I assumed was Tito’s and seltzer. “Naturally.”

      “And what is that?”

      Morgan slid a piece of cardstock toward me. “Open bar, including well drinks, beer, and wine.”

      “Top shelf, of course,” Dev added with a playful wink.

      “It also includes a buffet of appetizers to the left of the bar, here. We’ll have an attendant checking bracelets to make sure only your guests can take part.”

      “Sounds great.”

      “Do you have a date in mind?”

      I opened my mouth and looked to Dev, who clenched his teeth. “I’m free whenever.”

      I cleared my throat, trying to hold back my usual attitude. Normally this was when I’d give him a hard time, but I knew I needed to be a little softer with him during this process.

      “We should probably make sure the bride and groom are free,” I said, making sure not to sound too judgmental.

      “Ah, yes, that’s important,” Morgan added. “Well, I can tell you we have one Saturday free next month—February twentieth. Other than that, we’re booked until late March.”

      “I’ll text Pete. See if that date works.”

      “Can you pencil us in without a deposit?”

      “Sure, but if someone is willing to make a deposit, you’ll be bumped, so it’s best to get it set in stone as soon as you can.”

      “Got it,” I said, gulping down the rest of my drink. “Can I get another?”

      Morgan nodded, fixing me a second drink as Dev typed furiously on his phone.

      “Mare’s crying,” Dev said with a grin.

      “Oh my God, why?” I asked, confused that he’d be excited to learn that.

      “She’s really happy, I guess.”

      Just then my phone buzzed with a text from Maren.

      -Oh my God, thank you! And you guys are planning it together?!?!?! Hello, Mr. Darcy! <three heart emojis>

      -You’re welcome and OMG SHUT UP! <winking emoji>

      A stupid grin covered my face.

      “Is that her?” Dev asked, leaning over. With a slight jump, I stuffed my phone back in my purse.

      “Yeah, she’s, um, she’s really happy,” I said, smoothing the hair that had jumped to cover my face. Dev didn’t seem to notice me rushing to get my phone out of view.

      “Pete too! They’re gonna love it. And I’ll add that Maren loves that we chose this place, so I’ll take that apology whenever you’re ready.”

      My cheeks turned hot. I wanted to argue, but with Morgan standing right in front of us, leaning her elbows on the bar, I held back. The last thing I wanted to do was piss her off. I was embarrassed enough already just at his mention of us disagreeing on the right location.

      “Don’t hold your breath,” I muttered, holding my drink near my lips, taking a quick sip before giving him a flirty wink.

      He opened his mouth, narrowing his eyes and shifting toward me in his seat. It was a subtle movement, but it wasn’t lost on me.

      “So, what else do we need to cover tonight?” I asked, steering us back to the task at hand.

      “Just the deposit,” Morgan said. “Three hundred to reserve the night. The rest is due the night of the party.”

      Dev nodded, shifting in his seat and reaching into his back pocket. “Got it.”

      I leaned in closer to Dev. “Listen, I know you said you would bankroll this whole thing, but I’ve been thinking about it, and I’d really like to help. Maren’s my best friend, and I can’t let you take care of everything.”

      Dev shook his head. “Nope, sorry. I got this.”

      “Dev, c’mon!”

      “Look, I’m not being a male pig or anything. I just… Let me do this for Pete, okay? He deserves it. He put up with a lot of my shit a couple years ago—”

      “Still does,” I said, tapping his leg with my foot.

      Dev chuckled. “Right. But seriously, let me do this. If you really want to help, you can buy the decorations or something.”

      “Done!” I said, extending my hand.

      “Really? We need to shake on it?”

      “Why not make it official?” I asked, taking a sip of my drink as I waited for him to shake my hand.

      “Fine,” he said, taking my hand in his. He shook it, but then he didn’t let go. He held my hand, lowering both of our arms against the wood of the bar. His finger danced across my skin, the heat of his touch warmed every inch of my skin. I took in a deep breath.

      “I also have this list of appetizers you guys can take a look at,” Morgan said, pulling me out of my Dev-induced fog. She didn’t seem to notice our entwined hands sitting on the bar or the tension that hung between us above said bar. “For the gold package, you get to choose six different ones. I highly recommend the bacon-wrapped dates. They’re stuffed with bleu cheese, and they’re just incredible. Chef’s special.”

      Morgan brought us back to reality, and we glanced down at the appetizer menu. “Thanks, that sounds great,” Dev said with a polite smile as he slowly released my hand, giving it the tiniest squeeze before letting go.

      “Lots of great choices,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear as I tried to concentrate enough to read the list. Over and over again I tried, but all I could think about was our hands pressed together and the way a simple touch from Dev could get me more excited than I’d been in years. I couldn’t even imagine how it would feel to kiss him. But I wanted to know. I wanted to know badly.

      “Stuffed mushrooms?” Dev asked.

      “Sure.”

      “And we gotta have poppers,” he added. Clearly he was having an easier time concentrating on the menu options than I was.

      Get it together, Lyra!

      “Okay, that’s three if we count the dates. So we need three more. You choose something, Lyra.”

      “What about…” I said, taking in a deep breath. “Grilled cheese dippers. Maren loves grilled cheese.”

      “Good choice.”

      “Pigs in a blanket. We have to have those.”

      “Obviously,” Dev said with a smile. “Okay, last one. Let’s make it count.”

      “Mini sliders? We need to give everyone some protein,” I said.

      “Perfect. Okay, Morgan, those are our choices. Cool?” Dev polished off the rest of his drink. “Want another drink before we call it a night?”

      “Sure.”

      “So, I’ve been dying to ask. What’d you and Savita talk about? I mean, how did you know she was my sister?”

      “Aside from the resemblance?”

      “Obviously, yeah.”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just introduced myself and she recognized my name. It’s not a common one after all.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.”

      “What’d you tell her about me?” I asked, leaning toward him as I felt the two previous whiskey sours kick in. I was buzzed and tingly and enjoying every minute spent with my former enemy.

      “I mean, she knows we got into a fight. And she knows… She knows some things, okay?” Looking uncomfortable, he ran his fingers through his silky black hair while he let out a nervous laugh, and I realized I was dying to do that—to run my fingers through his hair while his lips pressed to mine. I was dying to touch him, to feel him, to finally explore the chemistry between us in a physical way. And the cocktails were only making that desire more intense.

      “Some things,” I said, letting the words linger. “That’s fair.”

      “You’re not going to push me? Most girls would. I mean Trupti definitely would have.”

      “I guess I’m different then.”

      “You’re definitely different, Lyra.”

      “Is that an insult or a compliment?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      Playfully, I smacked his arm but didn’t want to pursue that any further. I didn’t want to fight and worried if I pushed, that was exactly what might happen. “I do like Savita, though. She seems like a sweet girl.”

      “She is, for the most part. She’s pissed to be there…at the school. No offense.”

      “None taken. But why is she upset?”

      “She expected to go away to school, but her grades were absolute shit. Sometimes Savita can be a little entitled, so when my parents sat her down halfway through high school and told her to get her shit together, she blew them off. Then when it was time to apply to schools, they told her it wasn’t going to happen.”

      “Good for them.”

      “She doesn’t see it that way. She even applied to Northwestern in Chicago. I love my sister, but that girl is clueless. You don’t get into Northwestern on a C average.” He shook his head and laughed.

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t think so. She seems to be taking things seriously now, though. She was already working on her semester project on the first day of the semester. That’s pretty rare. I’m used to seeing them the week it’s due.”

      “Yeah, she’s kicking ass. Straight As, so she’ll probably end up going wherever she wants now. She’s started applying, and she’ll even get her associate’s.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Any siblings?”

      “Nah, just me. But I grew up with lots and lots of cousins.”

      “Do you see them a lot?”

      “Most of them are in California. I grew up in Los Angeles.”

      “What was that like?”

      “Eh, you know…we went to Disneyland a lot,” I said with a laugh, remembering our many visits to see the mouse and how happy it made me when I was young. “And seeing celebrities at the grocery store was no big deal. Other than that, it wasn’t for me. Too… I don’t know, plastic, fake. Temporary.”

      “That’s what I love about Seattle. It’s none of those things.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, what about your folks? Where are they now?”

      “They still live there. Same house, same street.”

      “I’m sure they miss you.”

      “They do. I’m going home for spring break since I didn’t see them at the holidays. It’ll be good to see my folks, get some sunshine.”

      “I bet you’re tight with your mom.”

      “Yeah, my mom is… Well, let’s just say she makes her presence known.”

      Dev laughed. “Don’t they all? In their own way.”

      I paused for a moment. “You know, I think this is the first conversation we’ve ever had without snide remarks or sarcastic digs.”

      “I mean, if you’re missing that, you know I’m happy to—”

      “No, no.” I waved him away, pressing gently against his forearm. “It’s nice.”

      “Yeah,” he said, looking at my lips. “It kinda is.”

      “Maybe we should do it again sometime.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded with a sexy smirk. “Maybe we should.”
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      I’d been working like a dog. So many meetings, so many conference calls and projects all coming to a head. Every day I came home exhausted, flopped myself on my couch, and texted Lyra. Sometimes it lasted an hour, sometimes only a few minutes. It started in the usual way—something one of us remembered about the party. Tonight, it was Lyra’s turn. By the time I’d gotten my Chinese takeout set up on my coffee table, my phone buzzed.

      Right on time.

      -So, does that bar of yours allow live music? Because I have an idea.

      -They do. What’s the idea? Nothing lame, I hope.

      -There’s this Better than Ezra cover band…

      -Better than Ezra? WTF? They have like two songs.

      -They’re Maren’s favorite. Like all-time favorite.

      -Seriously? I just lost massive respect for that girl.

      -Ass!

      -I’m just playing! Seriously, though, do they just play their three popular songs on a loop for three hours?

      -I thought you said they had two songs. Which is it?

      -Doesn’t matter. They suck. And they’re…old. Doesn’t she like anything from this century?

      -Dev, stop! The place is for Peter, right? So this can be for Mare. She’ll love it and I’ll take care of their fee.

      -No, I’ll split it with you. I mean, I’m assuming they charge per song? Shouldn’t be too much.

      -I’m not dignifying that with a response.

      -LMAO! Seriously, though, I’ll split it with you and I’ll make sure it’s okay with Morgan. I mean, that’s assuming they’re even free that night…I’m sure their schedule is just packed.

      -What am I gonna do with you?

      I could think of a lot of things I wanted Lyra to do to me, but I wasn’t sure a text thread was the best place to list them…not if I had any shot of them actually happening. But good lord, I wanted to do all kinds of things to Lyra Castillo. Things that would make her Jane Austen characters have a holy heart attack.

      Eat your heart out, Jane.

      -So when are we going shopping for decorations?

      -Oh, you’re coming with me?

      -Is that a problem?

      -No, of course not. But I get final say. Deal?

      -Ugh, fine.

      -And you’re not allowed to open your wallet. Like we agreed, decorations are on me.

      -We’ll see about that. ;)

      -What’s for dinner tonight? Let me guess….Chinese?

      Lyra was well versed in my nightly takeout. And she had a knack for guessing what I would be eating each night. It was like she was keeping a tally or something.

      -How did you know? Are you stalking me or something?

      -LOL You wish!

      -Indeed.

      She started typing and then stopped. I loved when I got Lyra tongue tied; it didn’t happen often, as her sharp wit was usually quicker than my own, but every once in a while I got her. And with one word, I did exactly that. Grabbing my chopsticks, I popped open my Peking duck and dropped a piece of juicy meat into my mouth, all too proud of myself. After I’d eaten a few more bites of my dinner, Lyra finally responded, but she avoided my stalking topic.

      -So when do you want to shop for decorations? We have about two weeks until the party, should probably go soon…

      -Tomorrow night? We could grab dinner beforehand, something easy.

      -Chinese? ;)

      -I mean, I don’t mind. I could eat it 7 days a week.

      -Really? I need variety.

      -I’m a simple man, Lyra. What can I say?

      -You’re definitely simple in the head.

      -Hey! I take offense to that!

      -Good, that’s what I was going for! I’m off work at 5:00, want to meet somewhere near the party supply place?

      -I can come by and get you…if that’s okay.

      There was another pause as I’m sure Lyra was contemplating whether she wanted to invite me to her apartment. I waited on bated breath this time, clutching the phone and staring at the screen as I waited for her response. Once she answered, I realized I’d literally been holding my breath.

      You’re so fucked, man.

      -That works. I’ll text my address.

      -Cool, see you around 6:30?

      -Can’t wait. :)

      Neither can I, Khaleesi. Neither can I.

      After tossing my phone on the couch, I grabbed the carton of pork fried rice and started gobbling it down. The sweet-and-salty combination was hitting the spot as I juggled the rice and the duck. When I finally grabbed an egg roll to finish the meal, there was a knock at the door. Surprised, I jumped to my feet and looked through the peephole.

      Trupti.

      Shit.

      “Dev, I can see your feet, okay? Just open the door.”

      With a resigned sigh, I opened it, bracing myself for a conversation with Trupti after almost five surprisingly easy weeks without her. I’d always imagined that if we ever broke up again, it would destroy me. But that wasn’t the case. Life was funny sometimes.

      The door felt heavier than it had just an hour prior. Trupti offered me a curt smile, and she looked like absolute hell. Her hair was disheveled and frizzy and her makeup was smeared, like she’d been crying.

      “Dude, are you okay?”

      “Dude?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I know we’re not dating anymore, but really?”

      “Sorry, I just—come in, come in.”

      “Thanks,” she said under her breath. “I’ve come for my stuff.”

      “What stuff?” I asked, genuinely confused, as I didn’t remember her leaving things at my place. My housekeeper, Inga, would have made a pile of her things as she usually did each week.

      Inga never cared for Trupti. I should have realized that was a major red flag. Inga had a heart of freaking gold. She was the kind of lady who didn’t speak poorly about anyone. But she made her feelings on Trupti very clear when she made those weekly piles.

      Get the bitch out.

      I had to suppress a laugh as Trupti answered my question. The look of uncertainty on her face was confusing. “A few T-shirts, I think…and my earbuds.”

      “T-shirts? Trup, you usually slept in my shirts when you stayed over. I don’t have any of your clothes.”

      And if I did, they’d be in a pile on the bench at the end of my bed. You know that.

      She didn’t look surprised. She wiped at the black smeared makeup on her face and ran her hands through her chaotic nest of hair. I started to worry that something terrible had happened to her. She really looked awful.

      “What’s really going on with you? Are you hurt or something?”

      “I haven’t slept well, okay? Not in a while.”

      “Do you want to sit down?”

      I wasn’t a complete dick. Trupti was someone I cared deeply for, and I probably always would. Just because I didn’t want to date her anymore didn’t change that. I had to make sure she was all right.

      “Sure,” she said, taking a seat on one of my barstools at the breakfast bar. “The place looks good,” she said, playing with the threads of the blue placemat in front of her.

      “Thanks,” I said pensively. “You know I can’t take credit for that. Something to drink? Water?”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      I grabbed a glass and filled it at the fridge before passing it to her. “Are you sure nothing happened to you? You can tell me.”

      “Nothing happened.” Her expression softened. “You always look out for me, don’t you?”

      “I mean, I try,” I said, standing next to the counter, not in any rush to sit next to her. I had to know what she wanted, why she was sitting in my apartment after weeks of no contact.

      “So… Are you seeing anyone?” she asked, and from the cracking in her voice, I knew she was trying to sound casual, but she was failing.

      “Anyone?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      “Her? Are you seeing her?”

      “Trup, I didn’t end things because of Lyra. And no, we aren’t seeing each other. I mean, we’re spending time together, but we’re just friends.”

      That was a half-truth.

      “So you’re back on Tinder then?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When we first broke up, you joined Tinder. And you stayed on it until we were together again…”

      “What’s the point?”

      Trupti glared at me, expecting me to understand where she was going with her train of thought. And I did, but I had no intention of stepping into the trap she’d created. She was trying to start shit about Lyra, and I wasn’t having it.

      Yes, I’m not on Tinder because I have feelings for someone.

      My phone buzzed and I grimaced.

      “We’re having a conversation, Dev.”

      “It could be work; you know I’m basically on call like always.”

      Sure enough, it was work. An emergency in Chicago. “I have to take this. Give me a minute.”

      I walked into my bedroom and walked the associate through the system failure, doing my best to ignore the fact that my ex-girlfriend would be waiting for me in my kitchen when I returned. For a moment I contemplated sneaking out the window…

      Once I wrapped up my call, I went back to face Trupti.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m used to it. When work calls, no one else exists.”

      “My job comes with a shit-ton responsibility, and I don’t owe you an explanation, especially not anymore.”

      An awkward pause hung in the air of my apartment as I refused to speak next. Trupti closed her eyes, exhaled, and then spoke.

      “I’m ready to meet your friends. Spend time with them.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “What?”

      You think I’m not on Tinder because I’m hung up on you… Shit.

      “Just listen—”

      “Trup—”

      “No, I mean it this time. I waited too long, and I know it. I’m sorry, I just… I didn’t realize how badly I screwed up until you ended things. I should’ve gone on the ski trip.”

      “You know it’s not just about the ski trip, right? It’s about all the times last year that I asked you to come out with us. I can’t even count how many times you blew me off. How many times I had to lie to my friends when you canceled at the last minute. How stupid I felt every single time. You made me look like a fool.”

      “I won’t do that anymore, I promise.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t believe you.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Just like you promised to come to Pete and Maren’s housewarming and their Friendsgiving dinner.”

      “I was scared!”

      “Who isn’t? We’re all fucking terrified, but you have to show up for the person you love.”

      “I will. I’ll show up.”

      “But it’s more than that, Trup. Months ago, all of this would be music to my freaking ears, but you just pushed me too far. I don’t…” I paused, not wanting to hurt her but also wanting to avoid any misunderstandings. I attempted to soften my expression to also soften the blow of what I was about to say. “I don’t love you anymore.”

      A lone tear rolled down Trupti’s cheek. She wiped it away violently as she stared up at the ceiling. “I’m so stupid.”

      “No, you’re not. Look, I’m not trying to hurt you, but I have to be honest. We tried, and it just didn’t work. Our time has passed.“

      “Because of Lyra. Because of whatever happened on that damn ski trip.”

      “You already know what happened. I literally held her hand for a moment and wanted to kiss her. But I didn’t. You know everything, Trup. Stop inventing shit. There’s nothing more than what you already know.”

      “You said you’re spending time with her though. How can I believe you’re just friends?”

      I pressed my lips together in a fine line and shook my head. “It doesn’t matter what you believe. We aren’t together anymore. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “Fuck you!” She took her glass of water and threw it at my head. I ducked, and it hit the cabinets and crashed to the floor, the glass shattering everywhere.

      “What the fuck?” I said, looking down at the tiny glass shards that stuck to my hooded sweatshirt. “Have you lost your damn mind?”

      She jumped from the barstool and got in my face. “I did the second I decided to come here. Stupidest decision I ever made!”

      I sucked in a deep breath, my nose flaring as I glared at her. I’d never yelled at a woman, and I wasn’t about to do it now. But damn, I wanted to.

      “Get out,” I said between clenched teeth.

      “I’m already gone,” she sneered, walking out of my apartment, slamming the door so hard the picture frame next to it slid to the ground and shattered.

      “Well, that escalated quickly,” I muttered to myself as I picked the glass off of my shirt, tossing it down to the other pieces of glass below, trying to remember where Inga kept the dustpan.

      When I’d finally wiped up all the water and gotten all of the glass into the garbage can, I looked at the door, knowing this would be the last time I’d ever clean up Trupti’s messes ever again. No more lying to my friends about why she couldn’t join us for this party or that dinner. No more lying to my mom about whether I was seeing someone.

      I was done.

      I used to think that Trupti was the love of my freaking life. I wanted her to have my babies, to live in a perfect house in the perfect suburbs, to take her on anniversary vacations while my parents watched our kids. I had this entire vision of our future together. And that future was officially gone. Walking to my liquor cabinet, I grabbed my bottle of Tito’s and poured a shot. I stared at it for just a moment, then raised it up in front of me before downing it.

      “Goodbye, Trup.”

      For just a minute, I thought about that future I’d clung to for so long and I was sad. It was normal to be sad when you thought about the dreams you once had that would never come to be. That was normal, right? But the funny thing was, that feeling didn’t last long. About two minutes later, I heard my phone buzz with a text. And just the thought of that text being from Lyra erased all the sadness in my head and brought on anticipation and thought of possibilities.

      Because that was what Lyra was—anticipation and possibilities. With just a side of hot tempers and misunderstandings.

      And even though the text wasn’t even from her, I sat my ass on my couch and thought about Lyra and everything that was possible for us if I played my cards right.

      And despite my failed relationship with Trupti, I was a damn good card player.
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      I clean when I’m angry. Always have. Because of that, my apartment is…well, not the cleanest. From an emotional standpoint, that was probably a good thing, an indicator of a pretty content life. But when someone was going to see my home for the first time, especially someone I was interested in romantically, it became a major source of stress. The second that Dev suggested picking me up at my place for our dinner-and-decoration-shopping excursion, I started to panic as I glanced around the living room.

      I hadn’t vacuumed in at least a week, a stack of magazines lined the coffee table, old cups sat all around the room. Maren loved to tease me that I was constantly grabbing a fresh cup from my cabinet but rarely put the dirty one in the dishwasher until I ran out of cups. Because of this, I even had a stash of red plastic cups, just in case.

      The thought of Dev seeing my pit of a place, knowing that he was a total neat freak (the guy had a housekeeper, for God’s sake!) made it especially stressful. Knowing that I wouldn’t have much time after work, I had started cleaning up the night before. And thank goodness I did, because I got held up at the library, helping a student with their project on Jane Austen. “Held up” is probably the wrong phrase. I was happy to stay and help the student with the author I was most passionate about, and the time got away from me.

      And so I had approximately fifteen minutes to change my clothes, apply fresh deodorant, brush my teeth, and put the finishing touches on my place. Luckily, I could be fast when I wanted to be.

      The doorbell went off at exactly six thirty. I buzzed Dev up while scooping up two last cups from the living room and dropping them into my sink, hoping he wouldn’t notice them peeking out from behind the stainless steel. I took two deep breaths as I knew he was climbing the stairs, reminding myself that it was just Dev and it wasn’t a date. Yes, there would be dinner, but we both had to eat, right?

      Before Dev could knock on the door, I opened it up just as he had his hand up in a fist. His face lit up when he saw me, and I imagine mine did the same. To say that a shift had happened in our dynamic would be a gigantic understatement, but I was enjoying it more than I even wanted to admit to myself. Yes, he was still a massive flirt, and yes, he sometimes annoyed me, but things were just different. The annoyance was slight, playful, and no matter what, I found myself wanting to be annoyed by him, wanting him to push my buttons so I could tease him right back.

      “This place was impossible to find. What the hell?” he said, strolling past me into the apartment.

      “Nice to see you too. Come right in,” I said with a laugh as I closed my door. “And what are you talking about? It’s, like, seven blocks from your beloved Bennet’s.”

      “Seriously?” He looked astonished as he glanced around my place. “I had no idea. I took an Uber from work. Maybe my driver didn’t know what the hell he was doing. I think we went around your block, like, six times.”

      “Sounds like he was just trying to get the meter up.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a laugh. “Nice place though. It’s very…you.”

      I licked my lips and crossed my arms. “What makes you say that?”

      “It looks like a bookworm’s house. Books, candles, comfy-looking couch,” he said, extending his arm toward my wall of bookcases before plopping himself down on said couch. “Ahh, I was right. Very comfy.”

      I chuckled. “I’m so glad you approve.”

      “I’m starving,” he said, jumping back up on the balls of his feet. “Where should we eat?”

      “What are you in the mood for?”

      “I could seriously go for a burger. You?”

      “Perfect. There’s a Five Guys right near the party store.”

      “Dude, that place is my favorite. Let’s do it.”

      “I’ll just get my coat,” I said, grabbing my coat and scarf from the kitchen chair I’d thrown them on.

      “Weather’s not too bad if you wanna walk.”

      “You sure? You’re in your fancy work shoes,” I said, looking down at his leather wingtip shoes. They looked damn good on him.

      “Nah, I’m good. Sorry, I didn’t have time to go home and change.” He pulled back on his wool trench coat to reveal his navy blue suit, gingham checked Oxford shirt, and navy tie. He looked incredible.

      Suave, Sophisticated Dev has entered the building.

      “I’m good if you’re good,” I said with a smile, guiding him out of my apartment and locking the door behind us.

      “I’m good,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows.

      Yes, you are.

      Fifteen minutes later our number was called and we were digging into our paper bag of goodness. Dev had insisted on paying and with a line of people behind us, I had let him. As I unwrapped my burger, he grimaced.

      “I don’t know how you eat it like that,” he said, scrunching his nose at my burger wrapped in lettuce instead of a bun.

      “What? It’s delicious.”

      “I just didn’t peg you for being one of those Keto girls.”

      “I’m not, but I really love their fries. So it’s a trade-off. If I want the fries, I skip the bun. It’s not a big deal.”

      He tilted his head in understanding before taking an enormous bite of his double bacon cheeseburger complete with bun.

      “Besides,” I said, “we can’t all eat anything we want and not gain a pound.”

      He covered his mouth and laughed. “That’s not totally true. Yeah, I have a good metabolism, but I run every morning too. Usually about five miles.”

      “Holy hell,” I said, impressed. “I didn’t realize that.”

      “And you do yoga with Mare.”

      “Yep. Usually two or three times a week.”

      “Savita’s obsessed—I mean totally obsessed.”

      “Same.”

      “Why? What’s so special about it?”

      “It’s just…relaxing and stimulating at the same time. I leave class feeling exhausted and invigorated. No other exercise has done that for me, and I’ve tried just about everything,” I said, popping a salty fry into my mouth. “And what about you? Why running?”

      “The high. When I’m finished with my run, I feel unstoppable, powerful, ready to kick ass and take names.”

      “I tried running once; I just wanted to take a nap,” I said before biting into my lettuce wrap. When I felt the juice from the burger dripping down my chin, I grabbed a brown paper napkin.

      He laughed, shoving a handful of fries into his mouth. “Mm-hmm, sometimes that too. Depends on the day, I guess.”

      “And you play a lot of card games.”

      “Mmm!” His eyes grew wide as he took in a huge sip of soda. “That reminds me. I need a rematch.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yep, I think it was all beginner’s luck. And I think you took advantage of my injury.

      “I’m sorry,” I tilted my head toward him, “took advantage?”

      “Yeah, I was on some major painkillers. My brain wasn’t at its normal capacity.”

      “I’m pretty sure you were on Advil,” I said, tossing a fry playfully at his face. He swatted it down to the table with a shit-eating grin on his gorgeous face, and I felt a warm glow flowing through me as he smiled.

      Oh how I’m falling for that face.

      ”I’m serious. You took advantage of me in my compromised state. Now we need to see if you really have what it takes.”

      “What it takes to what?”

      “Go up against me,” he said with a flirtatious wink. “For real.”

      “I thought I proved myself already. I mean, we didn’t just play one game…” I tilted my head to the side. “And maybe I don’t want to play again. Maybe I want to retain my title.”

      “You don’t have a title.”

      “Yeah, I do. I’m officially the one to beat you at your unicorn game.”

      “We’ll see, Khaleesi.” He chuckled, taking another big bite. “We’ll see.”

      A glob of ketchup dripped from his burger onto his lap. “Oh shit,” he said, grabbing a handful of napkins. “Probably should’ve changed my clothes after all.”

      “Sorry,” I said through clenched teeth. “This place is delicious but awfully messy.”

      “It’s all good. Cleaners’ll get it out. No big deal.”

      Looking at his suit, I realized I had no idea what Dev did for a living. I knew he made good money and that he loved his job, but that was it.

      “So I know I should probably know the answer to this already, but considering you thought I worked with kindergarteners, I’m thinking it’s safe to admit…”

      “You don’t know what I do,” he said with a smirk. “Maren can never remember either.”

      “Sorry. I know you work in an office,” I said, clenching my teeth.

      “Computer and information systems management.”

      “That’s a mouthful.”

      “That’s what she said,” he said with a wink before taking a sip of his drink.

      “Nice.” I tried not to laugh, but he was growing on me, and the jokes that would have annoyed me months ago were making me smile, laugh, and appreciate the humor behind them. “But what does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “Every time I explain my job in detail, I get this blank stare in return. So let’s just say I work in computers and leave it that.”

      “You won’t get a blank stare from me.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “Doubtful.”

      “Try me,” I said, wiping my hands with my napkins and placing my hands in my lap, giving him my full attention.

      “Wow, you stopped eating and everything. This is serious.”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, here goes.” He took one more sip, then cleared his throat and began. “I work for a company named Wiz Tech, which is a multibillion-dollar tech conglomerate. I analyze the company’s computer needs at all levels and give recommendations on software and hardware improvements. I also plan and direct the installation and maintenance of said hardware and software. ”

      I nodded as I attempted to process everything he said without appearing to have a blank stare.

      “You failed,” he said, throwing a fry at my face. I caught it and popped it into my mouth.

      “I did my best. But I will say it sounds like you’re a really important guy. I have heard of Wiz Tech, by the way. Don’t they have offices everywhere?”

      “Fifty-six countries so far. Working on expanding to a few more by next fiscal year. When that happens, I’ll need to travel over there for a week and get them started.”

      “Anywhere cool?”

      “Germany and the Philippines, to name a couple.”

      “Nice!”

      “I love it. I really do.”

      “Is that what you always wanted to do?”

      “I knew I wanted to work with computers and be on the technical side of things. When Wiz Tech hired me out of college, they set me on a pretty great trajectory, and last year my boss retired and I was asked to replace him. It was a shit year for me in other areas of my life, as you know, but work-wise it was the best of my life.”

      “We should have celebrated that promotion.”

      Dev paused. “We did. Pete and Maren had a little thing for me at the bar. You didn’t come.”

      “Oh,” I said, biting my lip and scrunching my nose. “I forgot about that. I’m sorry.”

      “Naw, it’s cool. We hadn’t known each other all that long, and we kinda hated each other, remember?”

      “Right.”

      “Look, I can tell you feel bad, but you shouldn’t. I’m pretty sure I probably called you Mistress of Evil that night,” he said, reaching across the table to nudge my elbow with his fingertips. I swallowed hard, fighting the guilt that I felt.

      “Well, if you get promoted again, I’ll be there. I promise.”

      “Good. As crazy as it sounds for me to say this, it really wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      I could feel my cheeks redden. “Why is that crazy?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, breaking eye contact and looking down at his burger. “Up until a few weeks ago, we couldn’t even stand to be in the same room together. And even then—”

      “Good point.”

      “Life is unpredictable, isn’t it?”

      “Understatement of the year,” he said, taking one last sip of his drink with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher. Appreciation? Contemplation? I just wasn’t sure. We’d always spent so much time pushing one another’s buttons that I really only knew when Dev was pissed or deliberately being difficult. I didn’t know his other looks. But I realized how badly I wanted to.

      “Ready to get outta here?” he asked, gesturing toward me, still munching on fries. “You weren’t kidding about how much you love those. I think I had, like, five.”

      “Five handfuls,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’ve never seen anyone inhale food like you do.”

      “Healthiest way to eat,” he said with a snicker.

      “Right.” There was still a tempting pile of fries in the bottom of the bag.

      “Oh for God’s sake, would you just finish them so we can shop?”

      “In a rush?”

      “No, not at all,” he said, looking surprised. “Just want to get my shopping on.”

      “Hmph,” I said while chewing my fries.

      “Dev?” The voice came from near the register. We both turned to see a tall blond waving as she stood with two of her friends. “Is that you?”

      “Oh shit,” he muttered. “Listen, I, uh…”

      “It’s me, Abby,” the blond said as she approached the table. “Remember?”

      “Abby, hey,” Dev said, rising to his feet. “How are ya?”

      “Fine, fine,” she said. “It’s been a while.”

      “Yeah, it has. How’ve you been?” he asked, and I grew irritated that he hadn’t yet introduced me. I cleared my throat, prepared to do it myself. “Oh, this is Lyra. Lyra, Abby.”

      “Is this her?” Abby asked.

      “Her?” I asked, looking at Dev for an answer.

      “Your ex.”

      “Oh no. That, uh, that didn’t work out.”

      “Really?” Abby asked, raising an eyebrow while biting her lip. “Interesting. You still have my number?”

      “I think so, yeah.”

      “Text me. We’ll hang out.”

      Dev pressed his lips into a thin line and reached for his coat. “We were just heading out. It was good to see you, though.”

      Abby looked disappointed and opened her arms for a hug. With a forced smile on his face, Dev hugged her before extending his arm to me. “Ready, Lyra?”

      “Yep,” I said, taking it all in.

      “Sorry about that,” he said as we walked out of the restaurant. “She’s just this girl.”

      “Tinder?”

      “Yep,” he said, pressing his lips together in a thin line again. I could tell he was embarrassed, but I didn’t want him to be.

      “Look, you went through a rough breakup; you blew off some steam. Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “I’m not embarrassed.”

      “Oh, okay, I misread you, I guess,” I said, still processing Abby and everything she said. “What I don’t get is why she assumed I wasn’t your girlfriend.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She told you to text her right in front of me.”

      “Oh,” Dev said, tilting his head up with wide eyes. “Someone’s jealous!”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not at all. I just think it was weird that she assumed we were just friends.”

      “Well, she probably saw you going to town on those fries and just assumed.”

      “Oh my God, shut your mouth.” I swatted him playfully on his arm.

      “I’m just playing!”

      We walked in silence until we reached the crosswalk. “So are you going to text her then?”

      Looking confused, he tilted his head to the side. “No. Why would I?”

      “Just curious,” I said, smiling to myself when he looked straight ahead.

      “Abby and I had fun; we did. But she’s a little…vapid. I’m not looking for that. I was…back then. I was just looking for easy. No attachments, no commitments. Easy. But I’m not looking for that anymore.”

      “What are you looking for then?”

      “Who’s asking?” he asked playfully, and I could feel my pulse quicken as he played with my sensibilities. I put my arms up in surrender and shook my head back and forth.

      “Just making conversation.”

      “Well, then,” he said, “for conversational purposes, I’m looking for a woman of substance. A woman full of opinions who isn’t afraid to speak her mind. Sexy as hell but with a brain to match. A woman who takes what she wants.”

      “Is that all?” I teased.

      “Know anyone like that?”

      “No one comes to mind.”

      He stopped walking in the middle of the street, reached out, and threaded his hands through my hair. My breath caught as I stared up at him.

      “Think harder,” he said softly, his eyes blazing with determination.

      And right there, in the middle of the street, Dev leaned down. This was it. We were going to have our first kiss. I stepped closer to him, pressing up just a bit on my tiptoes to reach him.

      And then….

      Beeeeeeeep!

      “Get out of the fuckin’ street!” The cab was just inches from us as it attempted to turn onto the side street we were crossing.

      “Seriously, dude?” Dev yelled, throwing his arms up in the air. He shook his head and grabbed my hand. “C’mon, let’s go!”

      Laughing, we walked arm in arm to the party store. As disappointed as I was that we didn’t get our romantic middle-of-the-street kiss, it felt like there was an understanding between us as we wandered the aisles of the store that we were into each other. The feeling was mutual, and it was just a matter of time before we would have that kiss, whether it was hours or days later.

      God, I hoped it’d be hours.

      When we finally reached the register with two carts full of glass candy jars, scoops, candy, bunting, and table coverings, Dev got a funny look on his face as he reached into his back pocket.

      “Don’t you dare,” I said. “Don’t even take it out.”

      “That’s what she said,” he said again. We both cracked up and the cashier rolled her eyes.

      “I mean it, I’m paying.”

      “But this is going to be so much, Lyra.”

      “So? I’ve got it.”

      “You’re paying for the amazing band though,” he said facetiously.

      “Don’t push it,” I warned him playfully. “And I want to do this.”

      “Fine, then you’re buying me a pack of Altoids.” He gave me a wink and grabbed a pack of cinnamon Altoids and placed them on the belt.

      “Cinnamon?” I asked.

      “Naturally.”

      “They’re my favorite too,” I said with a smile. “And if it makes you feel better, you can get the balloons the day of the party.”

      “Balloons are cheap,” he scoffed.

      “No, they’re not,” said the cashier.

      “See,” I said, gesturing to her. “No, they’re not. And if you keep pushing this, I’m going to get insulted. I make fine money, Dev.”

      “Fine, fine. I won’t say anything else. And you know it’s not about that.”

      I took in a deep breath as we loaded the rest of the cart onto the belt. “I do.”

      “Good.” He sighed, watching the bags accumulate. “I think we’re gonna need to call an Uber.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “We definitely will.”

      Twenty minutes later, we’d hauled all twelve bags worth of party decorations up to my third-floor apartment. Dev was huffing and puffing when we finally dropped the last of them on my kitchen counter.

      “Five miles a day, huh?”

      He patted his belly. “I don’t usually run after I gorge myself on Five Guys.”

      “Good point,” I said with a laugh. “Thanks for coming with me. I wouldn’t have been able to get all of this home on my own.”

      “You might not have bought all of this if I hadn’t been there.”

      “Another good point. You did put an awful lot of things in the cart…”

      “Oh no! My master plan’s exposed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How else would I invite myself upstairs?” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      Taken a little aback, I thought back to Abby and to Dev’s Tinder days and all the girls he must have texted, dated, and slept with. I didn’t want to punish him for those days, but it still gave me pause. The last thing I wanted with Dev was a one-night stand. And even though he said that wasn’t what he wanted anymore, part of me wondered if old habits died hard.

      And he was on the rebound…

      “Lyra,” he said, touching my elbow, his brows drawn together. “I’m kidding.”

      “Oh, I know,” I said, waving him away, but the consternation on my face gave me away, and it was clear that our moment in the street had passed. Things were no longer easy and fun and romantic. His past had come to haunt him, even if just for a moment. My desire for him wasn’t going anywhere. I just didn’t want to be an Abby.

      Dev glanced down at his watch. And for some reason, it bothered me a little. I didn’t want him to go. And I didn’t want him to want to go either. I wanted us to push through the awkward, get back to the easy banter we’d had all night.

      But apparently we didn’t want the same things.

      “I didn’t realize how late it was,” I said. “You haven’t even been home yet.”

      “Nah, it’s good.” He waved me off. “Probably should head home, though.”

      “Yeah, well, thanks again for your help. And for dinner.”

      “No problem,” he said, his eyes distant. “See ya, Lyra.”

      “See ya.”

      Dev left my apartment, and after I locked the door behind him, I slid down to the floor in total defeat, wondering when Dev and I would have more than fleeting moments.

      A moment at the coffee table.

      A moment in the street.

      I wanted more than just a moment with him.

      I wanted it all, and I was tired of waiting for another moment that could take days, weeks, even years to arrive.

      With a lurch of excitement, I climbed to my feet, undid the lock and threw open the door, racing down the steps and out the door of my building. I looked left and right before spotting him about thirty feet from my front steps.

      “Dev!” I yelled, and he stopped, turning around.

      “Yeah?” he asked, a confused but amused look on his face as he watched me run to him.

      Without a word, I put my hands around his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. His lips were soft as they pressed to mine; his kiss was surprisingly gentle yet sensual and consuming. I stood on my tiptoes as he wrapped his strong arms around me and pulled me closer. With a satisfied smile, he opened his mouth and deepened the kiss, his tongue caressing mine as he moaned softly into my mouth. I kissed him back with a hunger I didn’t know existed. He smelled like pine and snow, and he tasted like cinnamon, and I couldn’t get enough of him. He ran his fingers through my hair as we stood below the streetlight, sharing the best first kiss of my life.

      When we finally pulled away, he brushed a gentle kiss across my forehead. He then smiled, running his fingers down the side of my face. “Well, that was a surprise.”

      “I was tired of waiting.”

      “I would have done it eventually, you know,” he said, full of pride. “Upstairs just now…it just felt…”

      “I know.”

      “But this is better, anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you did it.”

      I tilted my head to the side in confusion.

      “Are you really gonna make me say it, Castillo?”

      “I guess so, because I’m so confused right now.”

      “The day we met…what happened?”

      “You hit on me. And I was a bitch.”

      “Well, I’m not saying the bitch part,” he said with a laugh. “But yeah, I hit on you and you wanted nothing to do with me. I was Rogelio. And you made sure I knew it.”

      “Are we back to that Rogelio thing? He’s a very lovable character!”

      “But he’s not the one you dream about, is he?”

      It felt like the air left my lungs. “No.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Listen, you may have been Rogelio then, but not anymore.” I took both of his hands in mine. “You are anything but Rogelio right now.”

      “Finally,” he said, placing his finger beneath my chin and pulling me in for another kiss.

      Once again, I was overcome with how attracted I was to Dev, especially this Dev. Confident, Sexy, and Straightforward Dev. My heart pounded as I looked into his deep brown eyes as they glowed beneath the streetlight.

      “So, you want me to dream about you, huh?” I teased.

      He stood tall. His voice was calm and his gaze steady. “You know I do.”

      “Kiss me like that again and I can almost guarantee it.”

      And that was exactly what he did.
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      I’d been unable to wipe the Cheshire grin from my face since the moment Lyra kissed me. I was now the guy that other guys couldn’t stand to be around. And I was sitting across from my two best friends, trying really hard to act like normal Dev.

      But I was failing miserably. And it was only a matter of minutes before one of them called me out. It was Thursday night, and we were at Bennet’s watching basketball and eating apps. I was really tired but figured I just needed some food and time with my friends. It was our thing, and I always felt better after a long day when I could unwind with them.

      By the way Scott was eyeing me, I knew I was only seconds away from spilling my guts about Lyra.

      “Okay, dude, what’s up?” Scott asked.

      With my best innocent look, I raised both eyebrows and looked behind me, acting surprised.

      “Who me?” I asked, my smile only growing wider.

      “You’re like a totally different Dev than we saw on Monday. What’s up? Something happen at work?”

      “I’m just happy. Is that a crime?”

      “Not at all,” Pete said, shaking his head, “but fill us in. Come on.”

      “Okay, that’s fair,” I said, popping an onion ring into my mouth and washing it down with seltzer. “Lyra and I kissed last night.”

      “Lyra?” Scott asked, his eyes like freaking saucers. I never even realized they were blue. “Wait, like Lyra Lyra? Mistress of Evil Lyra?”

      “Don’t call her that.”

      “Dude, you call her that!” Scott looked bewildered and a little annoyed.

      “Not anymore,” I said, licking my lips. Remembering how soft hers were and how badly I wanted to kiss them again.

      “I knew it!” Pete said, looking all too proud of himself as he shook his head slowly back and forth, a grin forming on his face. “I knew when Maren said she was helping you with the party that something was up. You two don’t help each other with anything.”

      “True,” I said with a nod. “Well, it was true.”

      “So you’re into her now?” Scott asked, still looking confused. Apparently he hadn’t caught on to the tension between Lyra and me at the resort.

      “Oh yeah, have been for a while.”

      “Since the ski trip?” Peter asked.

      “Yeah. But, I mean, if I’m honest with myself, I was into her the moment you introduced us, dude. She was the hottest girl I’d ever seen. But she wasn’t feeling it. She made me feel like an idiot, and you know how the rest goes.”

      Even talking about that day and how embarrassed I was couldn’t knock the shit-eating grin from my face. If I was my friends, I’d want to punch me right in the face. I was crazy about Lyra and could take anything and everything they threw at me.

      Bring it on, guys. I can take it.

      “You hated each other,” Scott said, still baffled.

      “I wouldn’t say that exactly,” I said with a shrug, knowing he was right. But I felt a little guilty admitting that now.

      “Listen, I think it’s awesome, but don’t rewrite history,” Peter said after taking a swig from his beer. “Your friendship, if we can even call it that, was tumultuous at best.”

      “It was definitely a love-hate. I wanted her and knew I couldn’t have her. So, you know, I poked at her. It was kinda fun getting her all riled up. Still is, if you know what I mean.” I wiggled my eyebrows.

      “Okay, okay,” Pete said with a laugh. “Lyra’s kinda become a sister to me, so I can do without the details, thank you very much.”

      “Fine, yeah.” I laughed, shaking my head. “Okay.”

      “Wow,” Scott said. “I like Lyra and all, but I didn’t think you did.”

      “I do.” I shrugged. “I like the girl…a lot. A hell of a lot.”

      “Is that why you broke up with Trupti?”

      “No. That needed to end, Lyra or no Lyra,” I said, feeling a small ache starting above my eyes. “Did I tell you she showed up at my place?”

      “No,” they said in unison, both of them with raised eyebrows and inquisitive looks.

      “She wanted to get back together.”

      “Wait, was this before or after you kissed Lyra?”

      “Before.”

      “So you obviously turned her down.”

      “Yep, I can’t go back, man. It’s done. I don’t feel that way about her anymore.” The heavy pulses in my head were getting stronger, though. I shifted in my seat, trying to get more comfortable. “And with Lyra, everything changed on the ski trip. Everything.”

      “When I was there, you two barely said two words to each other,” Scott said. I knew he was just being honest. And quite frankly, I should’ve expected it. Scott wasn’t nearly as perceptive as Pete was when it came to Lyra and me. He couldn’t see the tension between us below the surface.

      “Yeah, because I was pissed. It’s a long story, but it was different before you guys got there. She took care of me when I hurt my foot. We were alone; stuff happened. We bonded, for lack of a better word. But then you guys showed up and she changed and it pissed me off and that’s why you saw what you saw. ”

      “Okay, I get it now,” Scott said. “So what’s next?”

      “Everything, I hope,” I said with a grin. “I’m into her, man. Like really into her.”

      “I’m surprised, I figured you’d be back on Tinder by now.”

      “Nope. No interest,” I said with a shrug.

      “Wow,” Pete said. Both guys sat back and stared at me in awe.

      “I know, guys. Believe me, I know.”

      A burning formed in the back of my throat. I took a sip of seltzer, trying to wash it away. It didn’t work. Instead, each time I swallowed, the burning got worse. I tried clearing my throat, but nothing would help. The pounding in my head continued and now my throat. Something was up.

      “You okay?” Pete asked, studying me. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I think I’m coming down with something,” I said, holding my throat as the fire built stronger inside of it. And suddenly I felt cold. Like someone had turned the thermostat down ten degrees. “I should go. Sorry to eat and run.”

      “Want me to get you a cab?”

      “Nah,” I said, grabbing my wallet and dropping money down for the bill before throwing my coat on, trying to get warm. “I’ll get an Uber. Sorry, guys.”

      “It’s all good. You can tell us more about Lyra another time,” Peter said, and I nodded in response.

      “See ya, guys.”

      By the time I walked through the door of my apartment, I was shivering. My head was pounding so hard I had to clench my eyes shut as I walked down the hall to find Advil. After reaching into the medicine cabinet, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.

      Holy shit, you look like hell.

      After taking the Advil, I wandered to my bedroom and changed into sweatpants and about four hooded sweatshirts, desperately trying to get warm. I was too weak to walk to the thermostat in the living room, so instead, I climbed into my bed and huddled beneath the covers. Grabbing the TV remote from the nightstand, I put on The Office, hoping for a bit comfort as I struggled to get comfortable.

      I’d had the flu a few times when I was younger, and I knew this was it. But I hadn’t had it since living on my own. All I wanted was for my mom to take my temperature and bring me khichdi. I reached for my phone, planning to beg her to come over, and then I remembered that she and my dad were in Arizona for the week, visiting my aunt and uncle in Phoenix.

      “Shiiiiiiiiit,” I muttered to myself. The room spun when I sat up to reach for my phone to call my brother. I really hoped he was home and not staying the night at his girlfriend’s place. He answered right away.

      “What’s up?”

      “Ganesh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m sick. I have the flu. Help meeeeeeeeee.”

      “Shit, that sucks.”

      “Come take care of me, dude.”

      “Not a chance, man. I’m sorry.”

      “What the fuck?”

      In addition to everything else, I was now pissed. Over the holidays, Ganesh had the stomach flu and I did everything for him. Everything. His girlfriend, Chelsea, was visiting her family in Oregon, so I stepped up. I went to the pharmacy, brought him Gatorade, made him toast. I did everything for that ungrateful motherfucker.

      “My flight leaves at five a.m. I’m trying to get some sleep.”

      “Flight? What are you talking about?” My brain was in a deep haze. I didn’t remember him planning a vacation.

      “My business trip to San Antonio, remember? I’ve been talking about it for weeks.”

      “Oh shit, I totally forgot.”

      “Sorry, man, this is a huge account. I can’t risk getting sick. Want me to order you some soup or something?”

      “No, I don’t want to eat.”

      “I think I have that Theraflu stuff in the cabinet. I can leave it outside your door.”

      “Thanks, man,” I said, hoping that would bring me a little relief from the hell brewing inside my body.

      “And call Savita if you need anything else. She’s watching the dogs while Mom and Dad are gone.”

      “Ugh, she’s useless.”

      “Dev,” Ganesh said. “C’mon, my hands are tied here. Call her, okay?”

      “Fine, fine. Safe travels,” I said, my teeth chattering.

      “Geez, you sound like shit. I’ll text you when I land, okay? See how you’re doing.”

      “Okay.”

      I went into our company’s attendance program and made note that I’d be taking a sick day. There was no way I’d be fine in the morning. I tossed my phone across the bed and did my best to focus on the TV. After watching three episodes of The Office, I drifted to sleep, hoping the morning would bring even the tiniest sliver of relief…

      Spoiler alert: It didn’t.
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      Dev was being weird.

      Yesterday, I’d woken up on freaking cloud nine. Our kiss was ethereal and his touch lingered on my lips. I couldn’t wait to see him again, to kiss him again and to spend more time together. I was chomping at the bit.

      All day yesterday, we’d texted throughout the day. He texted me during his morning break and again at lunch. He texted a few times from his desk, and I’d laughed when he sent me a picture of his office.

      -That’s the cleanest office I’ve ever seen.

      -Is that a problem?

      -I mean, I knew you were a neat freak, but wow!

      -The only thing dirty are my thoughts. <laughing emoji>

      -Nice! I thought everyone’s desks were as messy as mine. I’m rethinking that now…

      -I can’t see your desk then…EVER.

      -What? Will you have a panic attack or something?

      -You laugh, but yes.

      -Well, shit. If you ever come to the library, I’ll clean it, I promise.

      -Thank God.

      

      It was fun, it was light, it was…easy. Things with Dev had never been easy, and I was enjoying it to the fullest. With every flirty text, I wanted him more. In fact, I was craving him in a way I’d never craved another person. It was surreal.

      I knew he was going out with his friends that night and figured I’d probably hear from him when he got home. But I didn’t. And this morning, when I texted him, I didn’t get a response. Even after several hours. After our constant texting the day before, it gave me pause. Major pause.

      It was a Friday morning, and I was trying really hard to play it cool. I refused to say anything to Maren, because knowing my best friend, she’d talk to Peter. She’d try to fix it. And I didn’t want that. If things were going to happen with Dev, they had to happen naturally.

      Did his friends try to talk him out of it?

      That was the thought that I couldn’t escape all morning as I shelved reference materials. Admittedly, I didn’t know Scott very well, but I couldn’t think of any reason that Peter would discourage Dev from being with me. If anything, it would create built-in double dates for Maren and him.

      You’re overthinking this, Lyra.

      And that was the other side of the coin. It was perfectly plausible that he got home late and was swamped with work that morning. Case closed. No big deal.

      But something just felt off, and I couldn’t shut off that part of my brain. Just when I was contemplating checking my phone for the fifth time that morning, I caught a glimpse of a familiar face entering the library.

      Savita.

      I had no intention of pumping her for information. That just wasn’t me. But I was happy to help her with her project if she asked. It’d be a good distraction from the torture my own brain was putting me through.

      “Lyra!” She waved as she approached.

      “Hey, how’s the project going?”

      “Good, these books were perfect. I’m hoping you can help me find some more?” She said it like a question and I smiled.

      “Of course, just let me put a few more of these on the shelf and I’ll be right with you.”

      “No biggie.”

      A text notification went off and my heart fluttered. Not wanting to seem unprofessional, I turned my back to Savita, blocking my body with a large atlas. No text. My heart sank.

      “Oh my God,” Savita muttered under her breath as she looked down at her phone. “He’s the biggest pain in the ass.”

      “Boyfriend trouble?” I asked.

      “Ugh! No, my brother.”

      Adrenaline rushed into my belly. Dev was texting her. I hadn’t heard from him, but he was texting his little sister.

      Damn it.

      Clearing my throat, I gave a half smile. “Oh, why this time?”

      “He’s got the flu, and he expects me to drop everything and take care of him.”

      “He has the flu?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “And he’s such a baby.”

      “I had no idea he was even coming down with something.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me…at all.”

      Taken aback, I asked, “What do you mean you aren’t surprised?”

      “He always gets weird when he’s sick. He thinks it makes him seem weak or something.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Everyone gets sick. It’s just part of being human.”

      “I know! When he was with Trupti, she wasn’t allowed near him when he was sick. Only my mom and my brother. But since they’re out town, I’m the chosen one.” She rolled her eyes. “Lucky me.”

      “Well, what does he need?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can take it to him.”

      “Seriously?” Her eyes were wide with relief. “That would be amazing! Like, you have no idea. I have so much work to do.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to go until after work, but yeah. I can take care of it.”

      “Yes, sure, of course.”

      “And don’t tell him it’s me. I want to surprise him.”

      “Oh girl, I wasn’t planning to. He’d reach through the phone and murder me if he knew I told you. He’s so strange.”

      “But kind of adorable,” I said, feeling even more relieved than Savita.

      “Ugh, yuck. Are you two a thing now?”

      I paused for a second. “I’m not sure. But I hope so.”

      “Aww, you’re so cute!” Savita said, pulling me in for a hug. “And seriously, you’re a lifesaver!”

      For just a moment, my brain shuffled through so many of my conversations with Dev during our weekend at the ski resort. And right then, I got an idea. A really, really good idea. An enthusiastic smile crawled across my lips.

      “Of course. But I need a favor of my own.”

      “Anything,” she said, standing tall. “Just name it.”

      Hours later, a little exhausted and disheveled after hours in my kitchen, I managed to fix my hair and makeup, run to the store, and arrive at Dev’s apartment just before six p.m. I buzzed his apartment and my heart raced. I was excited to see him, but also a little nervous that he didn’t know I was coming in Savita’s place.

      There was no response to my buzz, and I worried that he may have fallen asleep. I waited another minute and buzzed again.

      “Ugh, Savita?” he asked through the speaker, sounding weak.

      “No, it’s…it’s Lyra.”

      “Lyra?” His voice sounded hoarse and a little panicky. “What are you doing here?”

      “Can I come up? I have some things to help you feel better.”

      “Wait! How did you know I was sick?”

      “Savita.”

      “I’m gonna kill her.”

      Buzzzzzzzzzz.

      I grabbed my things and caught the door before it locked shut. Dev lived on the second floor, so I climbed up the steps gingerly as not to drop anything in my arms. Taking a deep breath, I knocked on his door. I could hear movement inside. Dishes clanged together and a loud thump startled me a bit.

      Finally, he answered the door. He looked like he’d been through the wringer. Huge bags sat under his eyes, and there was a gray hint to his normally healthy-looking skin. His normally coifed hair was in complete disarray. At least he looked comfy in his hoodie and sweatpants. But I could tell by the look on his face he was completely miserable.

      “You shouldn’t be here. I could get you sick,” he muttered before stepping aside, sort of welcoming me in.

      “I got my flu shot.” I waved him away. “Besides, I’m a carrier.”

      “A what?”

      “I never get it. I’m just a carrier. That’s what my mother tells me anyway.”

      “Lyra, seriously, you shouldn’t be here. I look and feel like hell.”

      “I know, so I thought I’d surprise you,” I said. “I stopped at the pharmacy and got you everything on your list. Gatorade, throat lozenges, decongestants, and everything else…” My voice lingered.

      “Everything?” he asked, a pained look in his eye.

      “No judgment,” I said with a smile. “I like to read gossip magazines when I’m sick too.”

      “Fucking Savita. She’s dead to me.”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      “And my place is a fucking disaster. I had to cancel Inga; she normally comes today.”

      I looked around the kitchen. Aside from a few dishes in the sink, it was immaculate. He had dark cherry cabinets and granite countertops. Stainless steel appliances shimmered and the place smelled like cranberries and pine. A disaster? Not by a long shot.

      “Don’t be ridiculous; your place is lovely. I really like it.”

      “Wait,” he said, sniffing the air and looking down at the covered ceramic pot in my hands. “Ugh, I don’t even know why I’m trying to smell the air. My nostrils feel like they’re filled with rubber cement.”

      I had to laugh. “You poor thing.”

      “What’s that?” he said, still looking at the pot in my hands.

      I walked to the counter and looked down. “May I?”

      He grabbed a trivet shaped like an owl and placed it on the counter. I put the red ceramic pot on the owl and opened the top.

      “Khichdi?” he asked. His entire face transformed from misery to jubilation. “How did you…?”

      “I have my sources,” I said with a wink. “I remember you saying it’s your favorite comfort food. Now, I have to admit, I have no idea if it’s any good. I tasted it, but…”

      “But?”

      “Okay, I have a confession to make. I’ve never had Indian food before.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. So I have no idea if it’s any good. I mean, I thought it was delicious. But I won’t be offended if you just throw it away.”

      “I would never do that,” he said, placing a hand on my elbow. “I can’t believe you did this. It…” He paused. “It really means a lot. Seriously.”

      A delicious shiver ran down my spine at his touch and his words. “Point me toward the bowls.”

      “Right there,” he said, glancing at the cabinet on the left, a dreamy look in his eyes. I knew he was genuinely touched by my gesture. I could only hope I did the dish justice.

      As I dished out a steaming bowl of khichdi, he grabbed a spoon from the drawer. “Do you want one?”

      “No, that’s okay. I ate before I came over. This is all for you.”

      He smiled as I handed him the bowl. “I’m gonna eat on the couch. Normally I wouldn’t, but it’s the most comfortable place right now.”

      “Whatever you like,” I said, putting the top back on the dish and following him into the living area, taking a look around his beautiful apartment. He had a chestnut-colored leather couch and two coordinating armchairs. A large built-in entertainment center lined the far wall with an enormous flat-screen tv. The shelves around the TV were filled with picture frames of his family members, books, and even some of Maren’s candles. I smiled when I saw two of the pine-and-cranberry candles were lit and filling the room with their fresh winter fragrance.

      “I knew I recognized that scent,” I said, remembering it was the main scent we’d burned at the ski resort.

      “Yeah,” he said with a shrug. “I stopped at her shop and bought a bunch the day I got home.”

      “I didn’t realize you liked it so much.”

      “They make me think of you.”

      My cheeks grew hot as I stared at him. He said it so matter-of-factly, but that didn’t hide the emotion behind it. Even after all of our fights and my humiliating display in the elevator, he still sought out a scent that made him think of our time together.

      How did I not see you before? I mean, really see you?

      As clean as the rest of the apartment appeared, the coffee table was a different story altogether. It was filled with cups, used Kleenexes, and throat lozenges. A thermometer sat next to a lone teacup still filled to the brim.

      Dev plopped on his couch, covering himself with a throw blanket before digging his spoon into the khichdi. I sat in one of the armchairs, waiting with bated breath. For just a second, I pictured him spitting it out in disgust, and my stomach twisted in hypothetical humiliation.

      “Wait,” he said after one bite. “You made this?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Lyra, it’s incredible.”

      “Really?” I said, feeling over the moon. “You’re not just saying that so you won’t hurt my feelings?”

      “Um, we don’t do that, remember?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re right.”

      “And I’m totally serious. It tastes just like my mom’s. If she wasn’t in Arizona right now, I’d be convinced she made it.”

      “I like to cook,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ears.

      “Wow,” he said, taking another bite. “I haven’t really eaten today, so don’t judge me if I eat every single bite you made.”

      “Are you kidding? I’d be thrilled!”

      “Holy shit, I still can’t believe you did this. This might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” He stared off into space, before resuming eye contact. “Yeah.”

      “I brought you candy too,” I said with a flirty smirk.

      “For real?” He looked childlike in his enthusiasm. “What kind?”

      “Well, I wasn’t really sure what you liked, so I brought a bunch of stuff.” I hopped to my feet and grabbed one of the bags from the pharmacy. I placed a bottle of red Gatorade in front of him before digging through the candy.

      “Savita said you’ll only drink the red kind.”

      “Yep. Thanks.”

      “So I have lots of different chocolate stuff, but I also brought you some gummies.”

      “I freaking love gummies…and chocolate. I kinda like all candy.”

      “Khichdi first, though.”

      “Got it, boss,” he said before shoveling in another large spoonful of lentils and rice. I looked at his television and noticed it was on, but paused.

      “What are you watching?”

      “Guess.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure I see a dragon, so…Game of Thrones?”

      “Yep.” He grabbed his remote from the cushion next to him. “I won’t make you suffer through it, though.”

      “No,” I said, holding up my hand to stop him from changing it. “You’re sick. I’ll watch whatever you want.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then we gotta do it right. Let’s start from the beginning. Season one, episode one. You gotta get to know the Starks. That is, unless you need to go… It is a Friday night.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’m here to take care of you. Season one sounds great. Am I allowed to put my feet up on the coffee table?”

      “Normally, I’d say no, but the Khichdi Goddess can do whatever she wants.”

      I threw my head back in laughter as I kicked off my shoes and put my feet up. “That’s a new one.”

      “And?”

      “And I like it.”

      “Good. Because this khichdi is amazing. Still can’t believe you’ve never had Indian food. You’re missing out.”

      “I’d love to try it sometime.”

      “Ahh, I know exactly where to take you,” he said, taking another bite.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah, it’s this tiny place a few blocks from here. Tandoori Cafe. You haven’t lived until you’ve had their samosas. As soon as I’m done with this plague, we’re going.”

      “I’ll pencil you in,” I said with a smile.

      “Okay, I finished. Pass the candy,” he said with an impish grin as he held a hand to his stomach. Grabbing the bag from the floor, I passed it to him, and he started rifling through all the packets of sugary treats.

      “Oh my God, how did you know? These are my favorite,” he said, holding up the Twix bars I grabbed from the pharmacy.

      “I didn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I just love them, so I grabbed ’em.”

      “Oh shit, do you want them?”

      “Don’t be silly. They’re for you.”

      “Yeah, but I mean… I don’t wanna be a dick.”

      “Dev, you’re sick. I bought everything in that bag for you. To help you feel better.”

      He tilted his head slightly to the side and beamed. “Thanks.”

      Seconds later, he tore into the package and pulled out his first sweet. He bit into the chocolate and closed his eyes. “Oh yeah, that’s the stuff.”

      “I didn’t see you do that for the khichdi,” I teased.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry. I mean, it’s chocolate. And it’s my favorite, so…”

      “I know, I’m just giving you a hard time. Enjoy. And turn the show on so I can start understanding what the hell the fuss is about.”

      He grabbed the remote, found the first episode, and clicked on it. Then, looking suddenly serious, he said, “Winter is coming.”

      Um…okay?
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      Lyra hated my show.

      I mean, it was so obvious. But she was such a good sport. Every time, I’d explain a character’s background or motivation in a scene, she’d listen intently and smile. But it was forced and I knew it. It just wasn’t her thing.

      But God I loved her for giving it a try.

      After two episodes, I switched off the TV. With a surprised look on her exquisite face, she sat up straight in her chair. “Why’d you turn it off?”

      “I figured two episodes were enough for today. Don’t you?”

      She raised both eyebrows, feigning disappointment, but I knew she was actually relieved. “I mean, sure, that’s fine.”

      God, you’re cute.

      “Here’s what I don’t get though,” she said, with lines forming on her forehead. “What do those White Walker guys have to do with everyone fighting over the throne?”

      “It’s a really long story…” I said, shaking my head slowly. “Frankly, I don’t think I have the energy for it.”

      “Have another Twix.” She smirked. “I like Daenerys.”

      Her smirk transformed into a modest, almost shy smile. “You do, huh?”

      “But they aren’t calling her Khaleesi.”

      “That happens later. It’s all just getting started.”

      “Ahh. Well, maybe we’ll have to watch more tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow, huh?” I asked, surprised she’d want to be around my germ-infested ass for more than a few hours. But it was a good surprise. The best kind, actually.

      “Sure.” She shrugged, hopping to her feet. “You haven’t had enough fluids. I’m getting you a big glass of Gatorade.”

      “I am a little thirsty, thanks.”

      “You don’t have to keep thanking me. I told you, I’m here to take care of you. When was the last time you took your temperature?”

      “Before you got here. One oh two.”

      “Take it again.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      She rolled her eyes, placing a tumbler of iced red Gatorade in my free hand as I reached for the thermometer.

      “You know that Robb Stark is pretty hot,” she said, rifling through the candy bag.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, raising one eyebrow.

      “You heard me.”

      “I thought for sure you’d be all about my man Snow.”

      “Nope. Robb all the way.”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      She grabbed a package of Dots and popped open the side of the box. “I like what I like.”

      “Thank God you took the Dots. I hate those things. They always get stuck in my molars.”

      “Poor baby,” she said. Sassy Lyra had returned. I wasn’t sure which Lyra I preferred: Nurturing Lyra or Sassy, Smart-Ass Lyra.

      Hell, I’m crazy about both of them.

      “But I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that you took the lamest candy from the bag; you like the lamest guy on the damn show.”

      “He’s not lame!”

      “You’ve only seen two episodes. What the hell do you know?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Fine, whatever. Drink your damn Gatorade.”

      I chuckled before taking a big gulp of the sweet berry liquid. There was just something about arguing with Lyra that turned me on like nothing else. And now that I knew she was into me and I didn’t feel like a fool, it was even more of a turn-on.

      “Will we ever stop bickering like this?” she asked, looking as amused as I felt.

      “God, I hope not.” I locked eyes with her, my expression soft and vulnerable. And I meant it. My muscles still ached and my sinuses were still plugged, but when I was with Lyra, it didn’t matter. I could have the flu for the rest of my life as long as she was sitting in that armchair taking care of me and being her quick-witted self.

      Lyra smiled, biting down on her lower lip before breaking eye contact and digging into her Dots. “What’s you’re temp?”

      “One oh one point five. You’re bringing it down.”

      She rolled her eyes playfully. “Nice try. I don’t think sugar brings down a fever.”

      “Your presence is healing enough,” I said with a wink. “Seriously, though, I don’t feel as shitty as I did last night. That’s progress, right?”

      “For sure.”

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” I said, removing the blanket from my lap and rising to my feet. My vision blurred and the room tilted. I fell back down to the couch. “Whoa.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving her away. “I’m fine. I just got dizzy for a minute.”

      “Maybe you should get some rest.”

      Disappointment spread through my brain. The last thing I wanted was for Lyra to leave.

      Please don’t go.

      “Yeah, I guess. It is getting kinda late. But, I mean, I have a guest room if you want to stay.” I said it on a lark, fully prepared for Lyra to have a million reasons why she should head back home.

      “Okay,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Wait, what?”

      “I’ll stay in your guest room, that way I can check on you during the night.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, why? Would you rather I go?” she asked, looking unsure of herself.

      “No, no, I mean…please stay.”

      She smiled warmly, taking my hand in hers. “Good. Now, let’s get you standing up again. Slower this time.”

      I rose slowly to my feet, my hand squeezing hers as my other gripped the arm of the couch. Luckily I didn’t feel any dizziness this time and my muscles were cooperative. “Thanks. I’ll show you the guest room.”

      “Great. Lead the way.”

      Slowly, I led Lyra down the hallway to the two bedrooms. Switching on the light of the guest room, I walked in as Lyra peered around the room, taking in the queen bed and nightstand, looking impressed.

      “This is really nice. I don’t know many single guys with guest rooms.”

      I shrugged. “Hospitality is important. Normally, I’d have some other things ready for you, but we can improvise.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I walked slowly to the closet, revealing three cotton robes hanging. “I’m sure one of these will fit you.”

      “You have robes for your guests?”

      “Yep, normally I’d have some water and snacks in here for you, too, but I’m not gonna put my germy hands on anything. But you’re welcome to anything in the fridge. Make yourself at home.”

      And for just a second, I thought about what it would be like for Lyra to call my apartment home. Lyra waking up here, Lyra cooking in my kitchen, Lyra cuddling with me on the couch while we watched movies, going to bed each night with her just inches away. It felt good. Really good. I didn’t realize how much my mind was drifting off into space until Lyra said my name.

      “Dev, you okay?”

      “Huh?”

      “You were spacing out a little. Are you dizzy again?”

      “No, no,” I said, shaking my head, feeling a little busted. “Just tired is all. I should get ready for bed. There should be some toothbrushes in the nightstand.”

      “Wow, you thought of everything, didn’t you?”

      “Oh, and I’ll get you something to sleep in.”

      “A T-shirt works… It’s, uh… It’s a little warm in here.”

      “Oh shit, I forgot I cranked up the thermostat! You must be boiling!”

      “It’s okay, really. My parents like it warm, too, I’m used to it.”

      “It’s the fever. I don’t normally keep my place at eighty degrees.”

      “Oh thank God.” She laughed, placing a hand over her heart. “This is my first time here, so I didn’t know.”

      “Next time I promise everything will be back to normal.”

      She shook her head. “Stop it. I love your place. Now get your ass to bed.”

      With a sigh of relief, I walked out of the room, looking behind me to look at her face just one last time before going to bed.

      That face has me in so much trouble.

      “Got it, boss.”

      “Sleep well, Dev.”

      

      I expected to toss and turn, knowing that Lyra was just on the other side of the wall, but the exhaustion from my sickness helped me drift into a dreamless sleep, still bundled up in my sweats and covered in as many blankets as I could find the night before.

      I woke up drenched in sweat and feeling like I was trapped in a sauna. My fever must have broken overnight.

      Thank God.

      Throwing the thick layers of covers off me, I climbed out of bed and ripped off my sweatshirt before unlocking the window and throwing it open, feeling the bitter cold air cool my sweltering skin.

      “Oh thank God,” I said. I opened the other window for good measure. I sighed as it slammed into the frame. When I heard movement in the room next to me, I grimaced, realizing I’d woken Lyra. Seconds later, there was a soft knock at the door.

      “Dev, everything okay?” She was wearing one of my Game of Thrones T-shirts and a pair of boxers. Her thick hair was up in a loose bun, and even though she had bags under her eyes, I’d never seen her look so sexy. If I wasn’t sick as a dog, I’d pounce on her right then and there.

      “Yeah, come in, sorry.”

      “Oh my God, what are you doing?” She stared at the open windows, the curtains flying back frantically from the winter air.

      “Sorry, woke up a sweaty mess; just trying to cool down.”

      “Oh thank God. I thought maybe you were having a fever dream.”

      “What, did you think I was gonna jump out?” I asked, laughing at the absurdity of that possibility.

      “Maybe. I mean, I don’t know. It’s late,” she said, looking a little embarrassed. She turned, looking at my empty bed, and now it was her turn to laugh as she looked at the man-shaped shadow of sweat on my sheets. “Holy shit, you weren’t kidding. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that much sweat in my life.”

      “What can I say? I’m a man among men.”

      “Do you have a spare set of sheets? You can’t sleep in that.”

      “Good point. Yeah, in the hall closet. I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t be silly. Change your clothes. I’ll use the bathroom and I’ll grab the sheets on my way back.”

      “Thanks,” I said, pulling my wet T-shirt away from my skin. “I could use a new shirt.”

      Lyra smiled and left the room. I walked to my dresser and pulled out a new T-shirt and pair of boxers, tossing my drenched clothes into the hamper. Lyra returned just as I was stripping the sheets from the bed.

      “You probably won’t need all these blankets anymore, huh?”

      “Yeah, even with the cold air pouring in, I still feel like I can’t cool down.”

      “That’s good. Your body was a little oven while you slept. You should feel so much better tomorrow.”

      “I already do,” I said, realizing that my congestion wasn’t nearly as bad as it was earlier that evening and my body didn’t ache nearly as much. My body was fighting the bug, and I was recovering.

      Minutes later, the bed was made, but I realized I had no desire to go back to sleep. “Thanks for helping me with this. Sorry I woke you.”

      “Nah, I was already up. I was reading.”

      “Jane Austen.”

      “No,” she said, rolling her eyes. “If you must know, I was reading Wuthering Heights.”

      “Oh, that’s the one with the dude named Heathcliff, right? I think I read that in high school.”

      “It’s one of my favorites.”

      “That’s a dark book… What would Jane think of you reading something so scandalous?” I gasped, placing my fingers between my teeth and pretending to bite down on them.

      “Sometimes I don’t think you should be allowed to speak,” she said, glaring at me. As much as I loved Lyra’s smile, part of me preferred her glare, her fire, her sizzle. “But on the bright side, you’re clearly feeling better.”

      “Indeed I am. Want some coffee?”

      “Yeah, I saw you have a shop downstairs.”

      “Part of the reason I chose this place.”

      “I’ll grab us some.”

      “Let me get dressed, I’ll come with you.”

      “No, crazy man. You still need to rest.”

      “Geez, you’re strict. Really, I’m feeling a lot better today. Your loving care healed me,” I said dramatically, batting my eyelashes.

      “You’re such a pain in my ass.”

      “You love it,” I teased.

      Her cheeks grew pink. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Shut up and take a hot shower. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      

      There’s nothing quite like a hot shower when you’re not feeling well. It almost feels like this strange rebirth, like you’re washing away the sickness and getting back to being you. That was exactly how I felt after spending ten minutes under the hot steam before changing into comfy flannel pants and a Rolling Stones T-shirt. When I finally emerged from my bedroom, I was happy to see Lyra dancing around my kitchen.

      Literally.

      With her phone perched on my counter, she was shaking her hips and singing to herself as she held a spatula in her hand, staring down at the pan on the stove.

      “Country music, huh?”

      Startled, she jumped just a bit at my voice. “Keith Urban. He just makes me happy…and his songs remind me of college. I’m making you some eggs and toast; hope that sounds good.”

      “Hell yeah. After having your khichdi, I can’t wait to try your eggs.” I plopped myself on a barstool and placed my elbows on the breakfast bar. “Go back to dancing. I’m sorry I interrupted.”

      She waved me away with the spatula. “I dance when I cook.”

      “Don’t let me stop you,” I said with a wink as she placed my coffee cup on the placemat in front of me. “I’m just enjoying the view.”

      “Ugh, I’m a mess,” she said. “My hair’s like a freaking nest, and I have zero makeup on.”

      “You don’t need that shit anyway,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Thanks,” she said before scooping some eggs onto a plate and grabbing a piece of toast out of the toaster. “The butter is softening. Jam or cinnamon sugar?”

      “Cinnamon sugar,” I said with a smile. “It’s in the cabinet above the canisters.”

      “I like that when I’m sick too,” she said, rubbing my arm as she put the plate in front of me. “You do look a lot better today.”

      “I feel better. And it’s all because of you. You healed me with khichdi and Twix bars.”

      “Well,” she said, hopping up on the barstool next to me. “I think I’m going to let you get some rest. I’ve gotta get home and take a shower.”

      “Listen,” I said, turning my body to face her and placing my hands on her knees. “I’ll chill today, but let’s do something tomorrow.”

      “If you’re feeling better.”

      “I will be.”

      Lyra laughed. “Fine, it’s a date.”

      “Good.”

      “Thanks again. I’ll never forget this, Lyra,” I said, squeezing her knee.

      “And I won’t let you,” she said with a wink. “Oh, and I left your T-shirt and boxers on the chair. Thanks for letting me borrow them.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll see ya.”

      “Tomorrow,” I corrected her.

      “Right. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She kissed me on my forehead and I pulled her in for a hug.

      “God, I really, really hope you don’t get sick.”

      “If I do, you’ll just have to take care of me, right? I mean, if you can handle it, obviously if I can too.”

      “Deal,” I said with a decisive nod. “And I’m gonna let that comment slide because these eggs are so damn good.”

      Lyra left my apartment with a laugh and a soft smile. As soon as the door clicked behind her, I abandoned my delicious eggs and toast to walk across the room to the chair where my clothes sat. Grabbing the T-shirt in my hand, I sat down on the chair and inhaled the smell of Lyra. It smelled like her hair—like strawberries, pears, and sensuality. And I never wanted to wash that damn shirt ever again. Better yet, I wanted her to wear it all the time while she danced to Keith Urban in the kitchen. I wanted her to wear it while she read Wuthering Heights in my bed. I wanted to smell her everywhere in my apartment and for her presence to awaken every last one of my senses. Because lord knows it would.

      Fuckin’ A. I’m in so much trouble.

      And I can’t wait for tomorrow.
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      It was Sunday afternoon and I was waiting for Dev to arrive at my apartment for our daytime date. He’d assured me he was feeling completely like himself again and that he’d surprise me with our activity, promising it would be something we’d both enjoy. He said to dress comfortably, especially when it came to my shoes.

      I was intrigued. Like, very intrigued.

      He arrived right on time, once again, only this time he didn’t bust into my apartment complaining about my place being hard to find. Instead, he arrived dressed in a gingham checked Oxford shirt and a crisp pair of khaki pants. His hair was perfectly styled, and he held a bouquet of hot-pink dahlias, my favorite flower. My breath hitched as he handed them to me.

      “How’d you know?” I asked, holding the bouquet to my chest as I beamed at him.

      “I have my sources.”

      “Maren.”

      “Just, you know, sources.”

      “Maren.”

      “Fine, Maren.” Playfully, he stuck his tongue out at me. “That’s one of the benefits of our best friends being engaged. I have built-in intelligence working on my side.” He moved closer and I could smell the cinnamon lingering on his breath as he pulled me in for a kiss. Careful not to squish the flowers, I wrapped my free hand around the back of his neck and stroked the hair at the base with my fingertips. He pulled away just a bit and shivered.

      “Holy shit, that’s hot. God, I’ve missed you.”

      Laughing to myself, I pressed my lips to his, tasting the cinnamon. “It’s only been a day.”

      “A day too long,” he murmured, his lips traveling from my lips to my neck.

      “I’m glad you’re feeling so well. You definitely seem more like yourself again.”

      “Yeah,” he said, pulling back. “And so…are you ready to hear what we’re going to do today?”

      “More than ready.”

      “Axe throwing.” He put his hands out as if he was about to say “ta-da.”

      “Oh,” I said, a little surprised. “Are you sure you’re up for something like that? I mean, you’re still getting over the flu. That’s a really taxing activity, considering you were on your couch for the majority of the last three days.”

      “I’ll be fine. And I’ve been thinking about this. You’ve seen me in a compromised state twice now.”

      “So?”

      “So, I can’t have you thinking I’m this total weakling. I’m a man,” he said, standing tall and puffing out his chest in an overdramatic way, a ridiculous smirk on his face.

      Reaching around to grab his ass, I squeezed as I replied. “Believe me, I know that.”

      “Whoa. Don’t stop doing that, by the way.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “But my point is, you’re like this sexy Florence Nightingale and everything, and don’t get me wrong, you took care of me better than anyone ever has…and that’s saying something, because my mom is basically an angel sent from heaven—”

      “Dev, what are you getting at?” I narrowed my eyes, squeezing his ass once more for good measure.

      ”Just don’t get used to me being a weakling. I’m a strong, virile man who is more than capable of rocking your world. And throwing an axe.”

      “Do I seem concerned?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” He shook his head. “It just needed to be said.”

      “Why? Why did it need to be said?” I paused, studying his face. He looked conflicted, like he wanted to tell me something but couldn’t come up with the words. “Did Peter and Scott give you shit or something?”

      He threw his arms up in the air. “Yes! Those fuckers!”

      “Well, as much as I love those guys, they’re morons. Spraining your ankle didn’t make you a weakling. And you were just as gorgeous with the flu as you are right now. ”

      “You think I’m gorgeous, huh?” he said, wrapping both arms around my waist and pulling me close, pressing his lips against my forehead. I loved being nestled into his chest, even if my brand-new flowers were getting a little crushed. It was worth it.

      “Maybe,” I said, my breath catching at the feel of his lips against my warm skin. Part of me wanted to skip our date altogether and just drag him into my bedroom to have my way with him. And even though I suspected he wouldn’t object at all, he seemed to have something to prove, so I swallowed my desire and wrapped my head around throwing axes together…on a date. I knew it was a trend, but it wasn’t something I’d ever thought of doing.

      “Don’t listen to those guys. I could never see you as anything but the sexy, strong, smart-ass, ridiculous man that you are.”

      He threw his head back in laughter. “Don’t hold back, Lyra. Seriously.”

      “That was me holding back,” I said, pulling away slightly and winking at him. “Let me put these in water and we can go.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, are we going to eat too? I’m starving.”

      “Yeah, I hear the bar has great food, if that works for you.”

      “Of course,” I said, snipping the ends of the flowers and placing them in my prettiest glass vase. They looked gorgeous in the sunlight.

      “See, that’s one of the things I love about you. Trupti always insisted I take her to fancy places. Wait, is it okay that I mentioned her?”

      “Of course. We’ve known each other a while now. I think it’s silly to pretend we don’t have pasts.”

      “And yet another thing I love about you.”

      “I do like nice restaurants, though,” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Just not all the time.”

      “Exactly, it’s not special if it’s the only thing you do. And just so we’re clear, what I was trying to say is that you’re flexible. I like that.”

      “Message received.” I smirked. I knew he was doing damage control. He didn’t want me to think he was cheap, which I could never in a million years think he was. I’d observed him since Maren started dating Peter. He was generous to a fault. “I still want to go to Tandoori Cafe, by the way.”

      “Ooh, that’s right. Want to go there?”

      “That depends. Is it too fancy?” I said, with a wink.

      “Just fancy enough,” he said.

      “Awesome,” I said, fluffing the petals of the flowers. “Thank you again for these. I love how they’re outlined in white, so beautiful.”

      “Sure,” he said, looking proud of himself. “I’d never heard of them, actually. But they’re really unique and beautiful…kinda like you.”

      “You’re going to give me a big head.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Oh my God,” I said, fighting the urge to laugh. But I lost. A strong cackle left my mouth, and I pressed my hand against his arm and we both laughed.

      “You really are ridiculous.”

      “Oh, I’m aware,” he said, placing a soft kiss on the top of my head as he pulled me in for a hug. “C’mon, let’s go. I’m starving.”

      “So my favorite thing about this place is that everything is served in small plates. Like tapas. It’s the perfect way to try a lot of things.”

      “Awesome,” I said as we sat in a cozy table at Tandoori Cafe, Dev’s favorite Indian restaurant. “So, what do you recommend… Besides the samosas?”

      “We’re getting all the samosas,” he said with a laugh. “They’re my weakness.”

      “And what else?”

      “Hmm,” he said, studying the menu. “You have to try butter chicken, and probably tandoori chicken too. Are you okay with getting a bunch of stuff? I want you to try so many things, and it’s hard to decide. My treat, of course.”

      “Order whatever you want. I’ll try everything.”

      “Sweet,” he said, “and you’re okay with spicy, yes?”

      “The spicier, the better,” I said.

      “My kind of woman.”

      When the waiter arrived, Dev ordered about nine dishes. I was overwhelmed just hearing him rattle them off. I had no idea what to expect, but if the smells coming from the neighboring tables were any indication, my taste buds were about to be very happy.

      “Tell me about your family. Aside from Savita and your brother who likes to play board games, I don’t really know anything about them.”

      “Ganesh. That’s my brother’s name.”

      “Yes, sorry, I forgot.”

      “It’s okay. Um…my parents are great. They have a house just outside the city. I’m a mama’s boy, but I’m sure that doesn’t shock you.” Dev laughed before popping a piece of naan into his mouth.

      “Not at all. You strike me as a guy who takes care of his mother.”

      “Right now she still takes care of me a little bit, but yeah, if she needed me, I’d be there in a heartbeat. But I’m sure you’re the same way. From everything I’ve seen with you and Maren, you love fiercely.”

      “I do.” I could feel heat rush to my cheeks. I loved that despite all of our months of bickering and pushing each other’s buttons, Dev still saw the loving side of me. He still saw all of my positive qualities despite the fact that he could barely stand to be around me.

      “And my dad’s awesome. Just a cool cat, you know. He came to this country in 1970, and he fell in love with it. Head over freaking heels. He got me into some quirky music too. He’s just a great guy.”

      “Quirky music? I thought you were a rap and hip-hop guy.”

      “Most of the time, yeah. But I love me some Harry Nilsson.”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “Oh man, he was this wacky guy in the sixties and seventies. He inspired the Beatles, I guess. In fact, you’ve probably heard a couple of his songs and don’t even realize it. I’ll send you a playlist. You’d probably love his version of “Over the Rainbow,” actually…since you love that supposed classic.” He used air quotes when he said the word classic, enunciating each syllable in an eye-rolling ridiculous way. But it was kinda cute.

      “Oh my God, what is your problem with that movie?”

      “I’m just playin’,” he said with a shrug.

      “I’d love to hear his version of the song.”

      “Oh, have you seen that Tom Hanks You’ve Got Mail movie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It plays at the end when they meet in the park.”

      “Oh yes! I love that one—it’s so romantic. I had no idea who sang it.”

      “My dad watches that movie all the time, just to get to the song. I keep trying to get him on iTunes. No dice.”

      “I’d love to meet your dad. He sounds like a really interesting guy,” I said, genuinely intrigued by Dev’s family. “Would they be upset that you’re dating someone who’s…”

      “What? Not Indian?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Nah, not at all. Trupti was my first serious relationship with an Indian girl. My parents just want me to be happy.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “I could ask you the same thing. Will your parents be okay with me being Indian and not Latino?”

      “Yeah, they don’t care either. My mom’s been trying to marry me off since I turned twenty-one.” I closed eyes tight, mortified. “Not that we’re getting married or anything. Geez, sorry. I had to make it awkward.”

      Dev laughed, reaching across the table to take my hand in his. “Lyra, I’m crazy about you. It’s not awkward at all.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, now that we know our parents aren’t racist…” he deadpanned, a devilish look on his face. “I guess it’s safe for us to continue with our date.”

      “To our parents,” I said, raising my glass. We clinked glasses just as three servers arrived, carrying trays with all of our food. Dev and I made as much space as we could on the table and even then, everything barely fit. You couldn’t even see the peach-colored tablecloth below.

      “Wow,” I said, looking at everything in awe. Steam rose from each of the plates, and the smells were captivating.

      “Okay, try this first,” he said, placing a little fried pastry pocket on my plate. “And I guarantee you’ll want another one the second you finish.”

      “Samosa?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Aren’t you worried you might be overhyping this?”

      “Nope.” He shook his head, his expression confident. “No way.”

      “Okay,” I said with a smile, raising the samosa to my lips, blowing on it.

      “Pull it apart a little to let out the steam. I don’t want you to burn your mouth.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me.”

      “Sure,” he said, his eyes locked on me as I opened my mouth.

      “You can eat, too, you know.”

      “Not until you have your first bite.”

      “You’re crazy.” I shook my head before biting into the slightly crunchy pastry. The first thing to hit my senses was the rich, savory taste of potatoes and spice. “Mmmmm.”

      “Right?”

      “Oh my God,” I said after chewing the rest of the bite. I was hooked. It had just the right amount of spice to offset the comforting taste of cheese and potatoes. “We need to order more.”

      “That’s what I’m saying! Okay, now you need to try tikka masala.”

      “I’ve heard of this,” I said as he scooped a small serving onto my plate. Large chunks of chicken swam in a rich sauce that almost resembled pumpkin soup. I took a bite and my eyes rolled to the back of my head. “Oh…my….God. It’s sweet!”

      “Yep.”

      “Holy crap, how have I never had this before?”

      “No idea, but I have a feeling you’ll be eating it often now,” Dev said, dabbing the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “And I’ll be happy to bring you here as often as you like.”

      “Give me more. I want to try all the things!”

      “Music to my ears,” Dev said, scooping another chicken dish onto each of our plates. With each bite, I was enjoying the spices, the flavors and the rich, creamy sauces. My taste buds were in heaven, and I was reveling in how Dev was treating me. As soon as I finished a dish, he served me again…and again…and again. Making sure to order drink refills and place naan triangles on my plate in case I wanted to dip in the sauces. He was romantic in his attentiveness. And I was enjoying every second of it.

      “I could get used to this, you know,” I said between bites of rich butter chicken.

      “Indian food.”

      “No.” I shook my head slowly back and forth. “You.”

      “Oh.” Dev’s mouth dropped open and he sat back in his chair, looking a little lost for words. I had to stifle a laugh.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you speechless.”

      He cleared his throat, looking sheepish but really happy. “It doesn’t happen often. But yeah, you got me. Well played, Khaleesi.”

      I laughed, my cheeks growing hot at hearing that nickname. I didn’t realize how much I craved hearing him say it. “I say what I feel, and I take what I want.”

      Dev leaned in, his elbows digging into the wooden table, his eyes burning through me. “It’s yours for the taking.”

      “Do you still feel the need to throw an axe?” I asked, my voice husky and deep. I wanted nothing more than to get Dev back to my place. We’d had over a month of foreplay since our night at the resort and months of tension since we’d first met. I was tired of waiting.

      He swallowed hard. “What else do you suggest?”

      “Call an Uber.”

      “To take us where?”

      “My place.”

      Grabbing his phone ridiculously quickly, Dev tap-tap-tapped his phone while simultaneously calling the waiter over for the check. I pressed my lips together to quiet my amusement. Anticipation built inside of me as Dev paid the bill.

      “No axes necessary.” Dev jumped to his feet, reaching for my hand. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

      Thirty minutes later we were back at my apartment. After throwing our coats on the nearest chair, I pulled on Dev’s collar and pressed my lips to his.

      “You sure?” he asked, between kisses, his voice soft.

      “Absolutely,” I said with a smile. “That is, unless you’d rather throw an axe after all.”

      He ran his hands through my hair. “Lyra, there’s literally nothing else I’d rather do.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” I said, leaning in to kiss his neck.

      Dev’s eyes turned dark as his gaze intensified. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      My breath hitched. “Down the hall.”

      With one swift movement, Dev hoisted me up, his hands gripping my ass, and I instinctively wrapped my legs around his waist. He pressed his hot tongue against my neck, and I moaned as he carried me to my room. He dropped me to the bed, and I yanked off my sweater.

      “You’re the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” he whispered, hovering over me, his fingers tracing over the seam of my lace bra. He cupped one breast and squeezed as he placed hot kisses against my eager skin. Every touch made me ache for him even more. Feeling the need to take control, I rolled him to his back and got right to work unbuttoning his shirt, straddling him. Once I eased his shirt off of him and tossed it to the floor, I planted kisses across his chest, gripping his muscles as I grinded gently against him. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily as he reached up to caress both of my breasts.

      “Don’t tease me, Lyra.”

      “Why not?” I asked, grinding against him again, watching for his reaction. Again, he closed his eyes and moaned.

      He sat up, pulling me in closer. I wrapped my legs around him and he instinctively reached around to unhook my bra. He tossed it to the floor and licked his lips as he drank in the sight of me.

      “I’m the luckiest fucking guy alive.”

      His words were almost as sexy as the muscles that flexed in his shoulders as he leaned down to take one of my nipples into his mouth. The sensation awakened every nerve in my body, and I threw my head back, moaning.

      “Ohhhh,” I murmured as he teased and sucked at one while caressing the other gently with the tips of his fingers. I thought I was going to come apart right then and there. “I want you, Dev. Don’t make me wait.”

      He smiled, looking proud before flipping me to my back and lowering himself slowly, tugging on my jeans and pulling them off as he knelt between my legs. He traced the seams at the top of my panties, making me squirm with want.

      “Dev,” I murmured again. “Don’t tease me.”

      “Hmmm…” he said, looking up at me and licking his lips. “Turnabout’s fair play, isn’t it?”

      Slowly, he inched my panties down, planting kisses down my thighs. Finally, when I thought I could barely handle the anticipation, he tossed them to the floor.

      “Lay back,” he said, his voice gravely and sexy as hell. I did as I was told.

      He kissed my inner thighs once more as his fingers danced across my abdomen. And then his lips pressed to my most sensitive spot. My back arched in response as he kissed and caressed me, sending shots of pleasure through me again and again. Never had a man touched me so expertly in this way.

      “Oh my God,” I moaned. He gripped my thighs and persisted, driving me wild with every lick, every stroke, and every kiss. He read my body so well, knowing exactly when to change the pace and when to continue. Pleasure built within me as I moved beneath him. We moved in sync with one another as I climbed toward orgasm. As I teetered at the edge, Dev pulled away.

      “Why did you stop?” I asked, panting, pushing up on my elbows and locking eyes with him.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “You,” I moaned. “Oh my God, you. Make me come, Dev. Please.”

      He returned his attention to the apex of my thighs and that was all it took. Within seconds, I approached my release, and my fingers gripped his hair. I pulled…probably a bit too hard.

      “Don’t stop, Dev. Holy helllllll!”

      My orgasm ripped through me and I screamed, bucking against my bed, feeling like I was floating on a cloud. My breath was ragged as I came back to Earth…ever so slowly.

      “Holy shit. I’m so sorry!”

      Dev kissed his way up my bare belly before resurfacing. “Sorry for what?”

      “For pulling your hair. Are you okay?”

      “Are you kidding? That was the sexiest thing you’ve ever done. You’re aggressive. I like it.”

      “I’ve never done that before. I just… I couldn’t help myself. You’re really, um…you’re really good at that. Like the best I’ve ever had.”

      “Well, thanks,” he said, placing a gentle kiss on my lips. “I do my best.”

      I wrapped my arms around his back, pulling him closer. “I want to make you feel as good as you made me feel.”

      “I’m all yours, Khaleesi.”

      That nickname was all it took to awaken the aggressive side of me. Pulling myself up, I pushed him down, so he was lying on the bed. Placing kisses against his muscular chest, I kissed my way down to just below his belly button before unbuttoning his pants, pulling them down to reveal his boxer briefs below. He hissed as I pulled off his pants and gripped him through the thin layer of cotton. I pulled at the waistband and yanked them off, tossing them on top of his jeans. He was hard, he was ready.

      “Impressive,” I said, gripping him in my hand. Stroking him gently, I reached down to cup him, and he clenched his teeth, breathing in.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” I said, leaning down to take him into my mouth.

      “Oh shit,” he said as he gripped my hair with his hand. “Oh God, Lyra.”

      Again and again, I stroked him as I massaged him with my other hand. And then, just like he did, I stopped. Only this time, he didn’t give me a chance to tease him. With a feral growl, he sat up, reaching for me and flipping me back to the mattress.

      “You’re the sexiest woman alive,” he whispered before kissing me passionately. He kissed my lips, my cheeks, my neck. It felt like he wanted to consume every inch of my body.

      “Do you have a condom?” I asked, ready for him and knowing he was ready too.

      “Oh shit, I don’t.”

      “Hold on,” I said, rolling to reach the drawer for my nightstand. Pulling a foil packet from the drawer, I held it out for him.

      “Easy access, huh?”

      “Do you really want to give me shit right now?”

      Dev laughed. “Good point.”

      Within seconds, Dev had ripped the packet open and I’d rolled it onto him. He shivered at my touch and kissed me hard. His tongue stroked mine as his fingers explored my breasts. My nipples rose to meet his soft fingertips. He pinched them slightly and stroked them gently. Arousal built within me once again.

      “I want you,” I whispered. “Now.”

      Dev eased himself into me and I moaned beneath him, wrapping my legs around his waist and thrusting myself toward him. His thrusts started slowly and picked up speed as we moved together, completely in sync as I matched his movements with my own. My hands clutched the strong muscles of his back as I pulled him closer. Dev’s breath was ragged as he kissed my neck, my lips, my shoulders.

      Pleasure built within me once more as I felt myself climbing toward another orgasm. I thrust my hips against him, again and again until I fell apart, crying out into the warm air of my apartment. Dev pressed his forehead against mine as he found his release. He moaned loudly, then cried out my name.

      “Holy shit,” he said. “I just…holy shit.”

      “I know,” I said before kissing him gently. He cupped my face with his hands and deepen the kiss, his tongue stroking mine lovingly as he smoothed down my disheveled hair.

      “That’s never happened, by the way.”

      “What?” he asked, still in a daze as his eyes locked with mine.

      “I’ve never had orgasms like that. Like, back to back,” I said with a shrug. “That’s new to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t know it was possible, in fact.”

      “Wow,” Dev said as he flipped to his back, staring up at the ceiling, still catching his breath. “I guess I bring out the best in you, huh? I mean, I knew I was good, but…”

      I nudged him, rolling my eyes. “Don’t say another word. You’ll ruin it.”

      “Whatever you say, Khaleesi.”

      “That’s better.”

      “At the risk of getting in trouble for speaking, I just need to tell you…”

      “What?”

      “That was amazing. You. You’re amazing.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled.

      “It’s how I always imagined it would be.”

      “You imagined this?”

      “C’mon, I’ve wanted you since we first met. You know that.” He swallowed hard, and I knew he was being vulnerable, showing me his heart. It was time for me to show him mine.

      “It’s my fault we took so long to get here,” I said. “I’m a little stubborn…if you haven’t noticed.”

      “Nope, never noticed that. Not ever.”

      “You’re a smart man,” I said with a wink, pulling him in for another kiss.

      “Some would say I’m brilliant,” he replied.

      “Don’t push it.”

      He leaned over and kissed me on my forehead, dragging the back of his hand down the side of my face as we gazed at each other. His gentle touch warmed my heart. I placed my arm on his chest and he took my hand in his. He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed my palm before pressing it to his chest.

      We fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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      “What the hell are you listening to?” Peter asked, sitting at my breakfast bar. We’d just come back from our run and I was still streaming Keith Urban, even after five miles. I’d yanked out my headphones and his country twang bounced around the room.

      It was the morning of Peter’s engagement party at Bennet’s, and I had several hours before I was set to help Lyra bring all the decorations to the bar and set up before everyone else showed up.

      Ahh. Lyra. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. It was ridiculous how much time I spent texting her, thinking about her, and daydreaming about what I wanted to do to her after the party. We’d both had really busy weeks and hadn’t seen each other since we’d slept together at her apartment.

      “It makes me think of Lyra,” I said, grabbing two bottles of water from the fridge and putting one in front of Peter. “Use the placemat.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Neat freak.”

      “Whatever. Rules of the house, respect them.”

      “Keith Urban, huh?” He chuckled.

      “Don’t start with me, Pete.”

      “I’m just trying to think of how Keith Urban makes you think of Lyra?”

      “She loves him, so when I couldn’t see her this week, I started listening and, I dunno, there’s just a few songs that really make me think of her now.”

      “Oh man, you’ve got it bad.”

      “Yeah, so what if I do?”

      “It’s a good thing, man. Relax!”

      “Oh,” I said, retracting my talons. “Sorry.”

      “Lyra’s the best girl I know, aside from Maren, of course,” he said with a laugh. “I’m happy for you honestly.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But I’m still gonna give you shit. That’s what we do.”

      “True,” I said with a nod before gulping down half the bottle.

      “For God’s sake, you gave me so much shit when I started seeing Maren. Even tried to talk me out of getting so serious, if my memory’s correct.”

      “Dude, that was during my Tinder days. You can’t trust me when I’m under the influence of casual sex.”

      Peter leaned forward, putting his elbow on the placemat before taking a swig of his water. “So you’re not anymore?”

      “Hell no. I’m crazy about her. Our sex is anything but casual.”

      “So, I have to ask you an important question.”

      “I may not answer.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Fine, what is it?”

      “Are your balls in her purse?”

      I rolled me eyes, letting out a fake, sarcastic laugh. “You’re hilarious.”

      “Well, are they?”

      “I mean…no….but I dip them in there from time to time, move ’em around to mark my scent.” I stuck out my tongue at him, biting down with my teeth. Pete cracked up before draining the rest of his water and checking his phone.

      “That’s Mare. I’d better get home.”

      “Speaking of balls in a purse…”

      “Hey, we’re engaged. That’s where they’re supposed to be.”

      “If you say so, dude.”

      Peter chuckled, shaking his head as he rose to his feet and walked to the door. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Don’t be late. And keep in mind when you see alllll the decorations that Lyra did that part. I picked the booze package.”

      “Nice.” He rolled his eyes. “See you tonight.”

      I grabbed my phone, turning Keith up all the way and remembering Lyra dancing in the kitchen listening to “Put you In a Song,” of which I now knew every word. Every last one. I wasn’t a creative guy, and I was the first person to fully admit that. But if I was… Man, if I was, this was the song I’d want to write about her. I’d wanted her for so long, and for so long she was completely out of my reach.

      But not anymore. Now she was mine. Or at least, it sure felt like it. We hadn’t made any proclamations of exclusivity, but I had zero interest in any other girls. No one, I repeat, no one could possibly turn my ahead away from Lyra Castillo, the sexiest and smartest woman I’d ever known. No, I was in this for the long haul. I didn’t say that to Pete, knowing he’d tease me about diving in headfirst so quickly. But I knew in my gut she was it for me.

      I could only hope she felt the same.

      My phone pinged.

      Speak of the devil…

      -Back from your run?

      -Yep, how was yoga?

      -Hot! We suffered through Bikram. I’m suuuuper sweaty.

      -Wish I was there.

      -Trust me, you don’t! LOL

      -Pete’s excited about the party. Can’t believe it’s here already.

      -Maren is too! Thank you again for doing this.

      -WE’RE doing this. Don’t forget that.

      -Yeah, yeah. I need to shower. Pick me up later? I’ll try to condense all the decorations so we have fewer bags!

      -Great idea. Think of me when you’re in the shower ;)

      -Was already planning to! ;)

      -Geez, you get me hot!

      -Save it for tonight…

      -It’ll be hard.

      -Oh yes, it will. ;)

      -Dirty bird!

      -You love it and you know it!

      -You’re right. See you soon, Castillo.

      -<blowing kiss emoji>

      Walking to my bedroom, I fell on the bed, placing my phone next to me, and thought about our effortless texts. I knew it was wrong to compare, but I never had that with Trupti. Even at our best, things were more formal, more forced, more…polite. Until they weren’t. Lyra was real. All the time. And I loved it.

      I tossed my sweaty clothes in the hamper and walked to the bathroom to turn on the shower. Time to relieve some of this tension…

      “Everything looks amazing, you guys, seriously,” Maren said as she looked around the bar. The party had just gotten started, and only a dozen or so people had arrived. “The jars of candy are a nice touch.”

      “Thought you’d like that,” Lyra said.

      “That was all me. All of it,” I said, obviously joking. Lyra elbowed me in the ribs and I laughed, trying hard not to spit out my Tito’s and seltzer.

      “Ignore him. He’s delirious.” Lyra rolled her eyes before placing a kiss on my cheek.

      “Will I get in trouble if I mention how cute you two are?” Maren asked, looking like a kid with her hand in the cookie jar.

      “Nah, go right ahead,” I said, giving her a wave. “We are pretty cute, aren’t we?”

      Lyra’s cheeks turned bright red and I laughed, wrapping an arm around her and squeezing gently. “Well, she is anyway.”

      “Make sure you guys tell everyone to see Morgan at the bar for their wristband. They can’t get anything to eat without it,” Lyra said.

      “Or drinks.” I added. “Are your folks coming, Pete?”

      “Yeah, they’re going to stop by for a bit. Maren’s sisters will be here too.”

      “Nice.”

      Scott and Allison walked up behind Maren. Allison put her arm around Maren and squeezed her. “Happy engagement, guys!”

      “Thanks for coming,” Maren said.

      “Come with me, guys, I’ll take you to get your wristband.” Lyra took Allison by the hand and led her and Scott over to the bar.

      Maren looked me up and down with a shit-eating grin.

      “Just say it.”

      She hopped up and down on the balls of her feet, clenching her teeth and grabbing on to my biceps as she bounced. I turned to Peter.

      “Is she having a seizure or something?”

      Peter shook his head. “Dude, not cool.”

      “Sorry, sorry. What’s going on here, Mare?”

      “I’m excited, asshole! You guys look so happy.”

      “We are,” I said with a proud nod. “Or at least, I am.”

      Maren winked and leaned in close. “So is she. Now, don’t blow it.”

      “I’ll try not to,” I said, rolling my eyes. “No pressure or anything.”

      “You know I love you, Devvy.”

      “Devvy? That’s new.”

      “I’m trying it out.”

      “I hope it’s short-lived, Mary.”

      She recoiled. “Message received. Devvy is dead.”

      “Thank you.”

      With one swift movement, Lyra linked her arm with mine, leaning in to place a kiss on my neck. “What’d I miss?”

      “Well, Maren tried to give me a lame nickname.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It didn’t take,” Maren said, shaking her head. “Let’s not speak of it again.”

      Lyra laughed. “Okay, then. Dev, we should let them mingle.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I see some of Pete’s coworkers coming in now. Remember, guys, food will be out soon. Don’t forget to eat.”

      Lyra pulled me toward the bathrooms, her hand clutching mine. “Everything okay?”

      When we got to a secluded, dark corner in the hallway, she pressed me against the wall. “Yeah, I just wanted you all to myself for a minute. Is that okay?”

      “More than okay,” I said, already getting hard. I wanted to drag her into the bathroom and do bad things…very bad things.

      Lyra put one hand on the back of my neck, dragging her fingernails at the base of my hairline, just like I liked. I leaned down for a kiss, running my hands through her silky curls as they spilled down her shoulders.

      “Wanna get outta here?” I asked between kisses. She laughed.

      “Can’t leave your own party, crazy man.”

      “No one will know we’re gone. C’mon, there’s a Hilton on the end of the block. We’ll be back before Morgan even has the bill.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” She sighed, pulling me in for a hug, resting her head on my chest. I smelled her hair and the familiar scents of strawberries and pears. This time, there was just a hint of cinnamon as well.

      Could this woman be more perfect? I didn’t think so.

      “Come on, let’s mingle. Morgan asked me to help give out the bracelets to people we know.”

      “All right, all right. Just let me settle the little guy down first.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Well, you got me all revved up,” I said, looking down at my very obvious erection.

      “Ooh, yes, I did,” she said, raising her eyebrows and licking her lips. “It’s a shame I can’t do anything about that.”

      I growled, pushing her against the wall. “Stop teasing me, woman.” I planted kisses on her neck until she moaned. She pulled away and grabbing my hand. “We gotta get back. C’mon, it’s dark. No one will notice your boner.”

      A shocked laugh left my lips. I put my hand over my heart dramatically, making my words sound like a 1950s housewife. “I can’t believe you just yelled boner in the middle of our friends’ engagement party. You’re so immature.”

      Lyra rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Let’s mingle.”

      Just then, my phone buzzed and I held my breath, hoping it wasn’t work. I glanced at the screen. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

      “Work?” Lyra asked with an expression I couldn’t quite figure out.

      “Yeah, sorry. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Okay, come find me.”

      With a sigh, I answered the phone and walked outside to handle the latest crisis across the globe.

      Four hours later, the party was a huge success. The bar was packed with its normal crowds in addition to all the invited guests at our party. Peter and Maren had just left after partying their asses off with friends and family. With slurred words and sloppy hugs, they’d thanked us both profusely before calling an Uber and heading back to their house to pass out.

      Lyra and I were pretty drunk too.

      “We did good,” she said, leaning against the bar. I nuzzled into her neck for the fiftieth time that night.

      “So, the guests of honor have left the building. Can we take off now? Finally?”

      “As soon as you pay the bill,” she said with a wink before polishing off her final cocktail. “And I’ve been thinking about this… Are you sure I can’t pitch in?”

      I closed my eyes and raised my hand to protest. The room spun just a bit.

      “Hear me out, hear me out,” she said. Her words slurred a just a bit, but I was sure mine were too.

      “Nope, not listening. You paid for the decorations. People loved the candy and all the streamer thingies.” Lyra pushed her lower lip into a pout. “Don’t do that. It makes me hard.”

      Lyra threw her head back in laughter, holding on to my arm to stay steady. “You like that one, huh?” I said with a chuckle. She nodded as she laughed.

      “Dev?” a high-pitched voice called from a few feet away. A girl I’d met on Tinder approached us.

      Shit.

      Yes, Lyra and I agreed we each had pasts, but so far I was the only one whose past kept popping over to say hello. At this point, I was dying for an ex-boyfriend of hers to make an appearance just to even the score.

      Lyra turned to the voice as she approached. This was Malika, a model I’d dated briefly before getting back together with Trupti. I wasn’t gonna lie; Malika was stunning. Tall with rich brown skin and silky black hair. Her skirt barely covered her ass cheeks.

      Lyra was not pleased.

      “Hey, sexy,” Malika said, leaning in for a kiss. I turned my face so her lips landed on my cheek.

      “Hey, girl.”

      “How are you?”

      I took Lyra’s hand in mine.

      “Good, good. This is Lyra.”

      “Oh,” Malika said, pursing her lips. “Hey.”

      She turned back to me. “Why haven’t you called? It’s been forever. I’ve missed you.”

      “Life got crazy, you know?”

      “Sure. This place is packed tonight. Wanna dance?”

      “No, thanks.” I squeezed Lyra’s hand as Malika tilted her head to the side. “This is Lyra… Lyra, this is Malika. Malika and I dated briefly a long time ago.”

      “It wasn’t that long ago,” Malika said with a wink, and I didn’t understand why. I literally hadn’t seen her in more than a year.

      Lyra swallowed hard and smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      Malika shot daggers at Lyra, who shook her head and laughed under her breath at the awkwardness of the moment. “Oh. Well, now I see why you never called.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Good to see you, though. We’re gonna bounce.”

      She turned and walked away without saying goodbye. I faced Lyra, my teeth clenched and my tail between my legs.

      “So…” she began, her brows furrowed, a little wrinkle forming above her nose. “How many women are we going to run into? And should I get an HIV test, like, tomorrow?”

      “Whoa.”

      “I mean, c’mon, Dev. Anytime we’re out in public, some girl comes up and tries to start things up with you.”

      “Not at the Indian place,” I said, my teeth still clenched. She had a point, but I was trying really hard to make her laugh and not be so bothered by Abby and now Malika and whoever else was bound to run into us sooner or later.

      “Are you jealous?” I asked, part of me hopeful despite the fact that I could feel this situation snowballing into one hell of a fight.

      “No, that’s not it. I just… It’s awkward as hell, you know?”

      “C’mon, let me pay the bill and we’ll get outta here.”

      “Fine, I’ll say goodbye to Scott and Allison.”

      “Fine.”

      After paying the bill, I grabbed our coats and met Lyra at the door. She glared at me as she met me at the door.

      “Shit,” she said under her breath.

      “What?”

      “It’s raining.”

      “My place isn’t far. I’ll cover you with my coat. Come on.”

      Holding my coat over her head, we left the bar and walked down the block, the cold February rain coming down in harsh drops. My hair was soaked by the time we got a block away from the bar.

      Lyra stopped walking. I turned to face her.

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “I’m serious, Dev. Do I need to get tested?”

      “Lyra,” I said, my mouth agape. I wasn’t sure what to say. “If it’ll make you feel better, then yes.”

      She placed her hands on her hips and glared at me. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “I mean, what do you want to hear?”

      “Is that going to be us next year?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Will I be walking up to you at a bar wondering why you never called? God, I hate the fact that I’m even asking you this—I’m so not this person! But they’re literally popping up everywhere we go, and it’s getting ridiculous!”

      “Lyra, we would never go that long without seeing each other. Our best friends are engaged.”

      “And that’s the only reason?” she asked, looking disappointed and I felt like an asshole.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. C’mon, we’ve both had a lot to drink. Let’s get back to my place. We’ll put our clothes in the dryer and we’ll talk, okay?”

      “Fine,” Lyra said, her hair soaked and clinging to her face, despite the fact that I’d tried to protect her with my coat, which was now completely ruined.

      We walked in silence back to my place. When we walked through the door, we stripped down to our underwear and I tossed everything into the dryer. “I’ll get you a shirt and boxers.”

      “Thanks.”

      You could cut the tension with a knife. Lyra climbed into my red plaid boxers and navy blue hoodie, still not speaking a word.

      “You okay?” I asked, putting my hands in the front pocket of the hoodie and pulling her close. She wouldn’t make eye contact.

      “Yeah. I don’t wanna talk about it anymore.”

      “We both have pasts, Lyra. Mine just keeps catching up with me, that’s all. But yours is there too… It’s there, lurking…like the silent killer.”

      She cracked a smile, even though she was fighting it. Playfully, she pushed me away. But I persisted.

      “Come on. We did a good job tonight; we threw our friends a killer party. They’re probably at home right now having hot engagement party sex and here we are, fighting, totally wasting our buzz.”

      “We’re not fighting,” Lyra said, shaking her head.

      “Sure feels like it.”

      “Sorry, I just…every time one of those girls walks up to us, I feel gross. I can’t explain it.”

      “Those girls meant nothing to me.”

      She glared at me, her eyes pained, but I couldn’t figure out why. Didn’t she know I was completely smitten with her? Hadn’t I made it painfully obvious how whipped I already was?

      “Look, I dated a lot during my Tinder days, but you already knew that.”

      “That was before.”

      “Yeah, but it’s still not new information. It’s just affecting you now. I’ve always been honest with you, Lyra. Always.”

      She nodded.

      “Hey, look at me. I’m crazy about you. Like, freaking batshit crazy. So crazy that my R-&-B-loving ass has a whole playlist devoted to you.” I grabbed my phone and showed her the playlist simply called Lyra. She scrolled through the songs, a playful grin resurfacing on her gorgeous face. And for the first time, I noticed the gold specks in her chocolate brown eyes.

      “That’s a lot of Keith Urban. And I think “Put You in a Song” is on here, like, three times. You must really like that one.”

      “It makes me think of you,” I said, nuzzling her neck.

      “Over the Rainbow,” she said softly, her voice cracking. “Okay, you won me over. We can stop fighting now.”

      “Thank God, because I’m dying to get you out of this hoodie. Seeing you in my boxer shorts does strange things to me.”

      “Good things?”

      “Um, better than good.” I took her hand in mine and placed it on my dick.

      “Ooh, hard as a rock.”

      “Yep, even after all that Tito’s.”

      “I’m kind of impressed,” she said with a wicked grin, stroking me gently through the fabric. I cupped her ass with my hand and pulled her close. “Maybe we should make up. Officially.”

      “Music to my ears.”

      “Can we listen to the Lyra playlist?” she asked playfully.

      “I gotta draw the line somewhere,” I said. “And I think we can make our own music, don’t you?”

      “Okay, that was cheesy,” she said, rolling her eyes, but her grip remained on my dick.

      “Just go with it,” I said, taking Lyra by the hand and leading her to the bedroom.

      “I’m a little cold,” she said when we reached the doorway, “I think I need a shower.”

      “Now?”

      “Well, I mean, I don’t plan on taking it alone.”

      My dick twitched and without another word, I followed her into the bathroom.

      “Hold on one sec,” I said, reaching into the medicine cabinet to grab a condom. I knew Lyra was concerned about possible STDs, and the last thing I wanted to do was put her in a situation where she’d be even more worried than she already was.

      “Thank you,” she said with a knowing smile, that little wrinkle above her nose telling me all I needed to know. Turning on the water, I glanced to make sure there were two fresh towels before I pounced on Lyra, pulling her in for a kiss. My kisses were greedy, possessive. I wanted every inch of her. Steam surrounded us as we stripped one another of our clothes. Lyra smiled and led me into the shower, closing the glass door behind us. We stood under the stream, the water crashing down on us as I cupped her face with my hands, kissing her passionately. The hot water relaxed my muscles and Lyra stirred every last desire in my body. With water pouring down our hot skin, my hands explored every inch of her, caressing her hips and squeezing her ass.

      Lyra reached down to grab me, stroking me as the water soaked us both. A moan left my mouth as I closed my eyes. With one last kiss, Lyra slowly made a trail from my chest to my dick and as she took me into her mouth, I steadied myself against the wall, pressing my hands into the tile.

      “Holy shit. Don’t stop. God, you’re amazing.”

      Lyra used the tips of her fingers to caress my balls until I felt like I was going to come.

      “Wait, not yet.” I helped her to her feet.

      “Why not?” she asked, wrapping her arms around me as the water poured around us. My hand traveled down her abdomen to rest between her legs. With a simple stroke, she moaned at my touch.

      “Do you want me?” She nodded with a gasp as I stroked her clit. Her eyes looked pained, but I knew they were anything but.

      “Tell me.”

      “I want you, Dev. Please.”

      “Turn around, lean down, and hold on to the tub.”

      Lyra turned, and I caressed the hot skin of her back as the stream of water continued to shower us both. Droplets bounced from her skin as I grabbed the condom from the side of the tub. Once I’d rolled it on, I found her clit again and stroked her gently, teasing her as she waited for me.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      Slowly, I entered her, groaning as she consumed me. She felt like velvet and heaven and I couldn’t get enough of her. Taking my time, I continued to caress Lyra as I held on to her hip with my other hand, pumping in and out.

      “Faster,” she urged me on.

      Who am I to argue with that?

      Increasing my pace, I could feel myself reaching my release. But I didn’t want to come without her.

      “Lyra, are you—?”

      “Oh my Gooooooddddd,” she cried out beneath me, her hips thrusting toward me, her clit pulsing beneath my fingertips. I could see her knuckles, white as snow as she clutched the sides of the porcelain tub. Feeling her come was enough to drive me over the edge. With one last thrust and a primal growl, I came apart inside her.

      Slowly, she stood up straight and turned to face me, kissing me passionately as her hands threaded through my dripping hair. “That was… I have no words. Seriously.”

      “Same,” I said.

      “We should probably get clean now, huh?”

      “I mean, we did dirty ourselves,” I said with a laugh. Lyra grabbed the bar of soap. “No, let me,” I said with a smile as I opened the door slightly to grab a fresh washcloth from the shelf above the toilet. She handed me the soap and I worked it up into a lather with the washcloth, gently massaging her shoulders and back before guiding her to turn and face me. Taking my time, I washed her breasts with the cloth. After the third time cleaning each one, she snickered.

      “I think they’re pretty clean now, don’t you?”

      “Maybe one more time,” I said with a smile before taking one nipple into my mouth and biting ever so softly, just enough to make her squirm. “Lift your leg up,” I touched her thigh gently as she placed her foot on the side of the tub. As gently as I could, I washed between her thighs. She squirmed again as I purposely teased her clit.

      “I don’t have the strength,” she said, steadying herself with her hand on my shoulder. I took her hand in mine and kissed it.

      Minutes later, we were both totally clean, satisfied and exhausted. With towels wrapped around our sopping wet hair, I grabbed another pair of boxer shorts and my Bears, Beets, Battlestar Galactica T-shirt for her to sleep in. We brushed our teeth in unison like an old married couple and went to bed.

      We held hands while falling asleep, and I couldn’t remember a time when I’d ever been so happy. Or so in love.

      I could only hope the ladies of my past would give it a rest so I could enjoy a future with the one woman I truly wanted. Because if they didn’t and I lost Lyra because of it, I would be a shell of the man I was at this very moment. The heartbreak I experienced with Trupti would be child’s play, a walk in the freaking park. In just a few weeks with Lyra, I’d managed to fall deeper in love than I did with Trupti after six years.

      And it scared the bloody hell out of me.
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        Two weeks later…

      

      

      

      The last couple of weeks since the engagement party had been fine… I’d seen Dev a handful of times and almost each time, he’d get a call from work. It was weighing on me, and I’d decided to finally bring it up tonight. All of us were going to Bennet’s for Monday Night Sports. It was the guys’ ritual, no matter what sport was in season, and every so often, they invited the girls along. Tonight was one of those nights. I figured after a couple of drinks, I could ask him about the calls and why he always went outside to answer them. And I couldn’t shake Craig’s words back at the resort…that Dev cheated on Trupti constantly with girls from work…

      Was I a fool if I didn’t suspect he was doing the same to me?

      I’d never been a jealous or possessive person. And I realized that most women liked to say that about themselves, but in this case it was true. I was always a confident woman who knew my worth and was determined to follow Jane Austen’s advice: Know your own happiness. My happiness was books, my friends, yoga, and my family. But with Dev entering the scene, I was feeling insecure in ways I’d never felt before. I wanted him. And I had zero intention of sharing him or being played a fool.

      When he was with me, he gave me his full attention, treated me like a queen. Except for those calls…

      While busy at work, my stomach growled. Loudly.

      “Yikes, skip breakfast this morning?” Vern said as he placed a pile of dictionaries in front of me on the counter.

      “Yep, I was running late.”

      “Want to take lunch early?”

      “Thanks,” I said, glancing down at my watch.

      “Hey, beautiful,” I looked up to see my ex-boyfriend, and former professor, Hudson Arbendroth. With that chiseled chin and gorgeous hazel eyes, I was reminded of my original attraction to him.

      Until I realized he was a pretentious douche. And not so great in bed. Still hot though… I always had a soft spot for anyone that resembled Paul Rudd.

      “Hudson, wow, isn’t this a surprise,” I said, moving the pile of dictionaries.

      “I had a meeting here with Vern, thought I’d say hello.”

      “A meeting with Vern?”

      “Yeah, the university is teaming up with you guys for a big conference regarding periodicals. Riveting stuff.”

      I laughed. Hudson was pompous, yes, but he had a dry sense of humor that I enjoyed in small doses. “Vern was just here. Probably went to the bathroom. So, what’s new with you? Married again yet?” I teased. Hudson and I started dating when he was separated from his second wife.

      “Actually, I’m still on the market. Know anyone who might be interested in that information?” He leaned over, cocking his head to the side. When he was my professor, that move used to get me all hot and bothered. Not anymore.

      “Umm…” I began, not wanting to bruise his ego too much with my response.

      “Hey,” I heard a familiar voice come from several feet away. I turned to see Dev, looking irritated. His brow was furrowed and his chin jutted out.

      “Dev, hey,” I said, standing up straight, hoping he didn’t misread the situation.

      “Thought I’d surprise you for lunch.”

      “That’d be great. I was just about to go. Um, Dev this is Hudson. Hudson, this is my friend, Dev.”

      “Ah, well, happy to meet any friend of Lyra’s.”

      Dev shot me a look of contempt as he shook Hudson’s hand.

      Shit.

      “I’d better find Vern and get this show on the road,” Hudson said with a smile, placing his hand over mine. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      Hudson dragged his hand across the circulation desk as he walked away. Dev didn’t move an inch as we locked eyes.

      “Friend?”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, walking around the desk and greeting him with a chaste kiss on the lips.

      “I wanted to surprise you, take you to lunch.”

      “That’s so nice. I’m starving actually.”

      “Friend?”

      “Dev, look—”

      “Who was that guy?”

      “Well,” I said with a sigh. “Remember how you said my past was the silent killer?” I clenched my teeth.

      “That dude was your ex? Wait, was that Professor Pretentious?”

      “Shh,” I said, tugging on his elbow. “Not so loud.”

      “Lyra, why do you give a shit what that dude thinks? And for the third time, why did you call me your friend?”

      I glanced around the library, a few students were listening to our conversation. “Hey, this is my work. I need to stay professional.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Let’s go get some lunch. We can talk about everything, okay?”

      “Fine,” he said, his voice still gruff and annoyed.

      Grabbing my coat, I let one of the associates know I was taking my break, and Dev and I crossed the street to an Italian cafe called Ben’s Calzones. After placing our order at the counter, we found a table in the already crowded restaurant.

      “Look, before you say anything, I think it’s really sweet you came to take me to lunch.”

      “Don’t try to butter me up.”

      “Dev, c’mon, it’s not like we’ve made things official or whatever.”

      “What are you talking about? Are you still seeing other people?”

      I took a sip of my sparkling water. “No.”

      “So, then?”

      “It’s just what people say—my friend. It makes things less awkward. And you really don’t have any room to talk.”

      “Why not?”

      “Did you tell Abby I was your girlfriend?”

      “We hadn’t even had sex yet. We were literally on our first date. We didn’t even kiss until later that night.”

      “And what about Malika?”

      “I told Malika you were my girlfriend!”

      “Bull-fucking-shit!” I said, exasperated, leaning forward in my chair. My voice was a harsh hiss. “In no way did that word ever come out of your mouth. And now, for the first time you get to feel what I felt with both of those girls, and it sucks, doesn’t it?”

      “Okay, maybe I didn’t say it; some of that night is hazy. We had a lot to drink, but I’m pretty sure I was holding your hand as I talked to Malika. She got the message. Meanwhile Professor Plum over here is stroking your hand right in front of my face.”

      “Stroking? Are you serious right now?”

      He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’m telling you, that man was hitting on you and you were completely oblivious to it.”

      “Well, isn’t that a good thing? That I’m so crazy about you that I don’t even notice my ex is still into me?”

      “So you admit he’s still into you?”

      I glared at him. “I’m not dignifying that with a response.”

      Our food arrived and we stared at one another. I really didn’t want to fight with him. Sometimes it was fun and playful and it served as excellent foreplay. But fights like this…not so much. “This is so stupid.”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry,” Dev said, shaking his head as he picked at the ropy seam of his calzone. “So you’re crazy about me, huh?”

      “Shut up,” I muttered, stirring my water with my straw and watching the bubbles rise to the top of the glass. Dev reached his hand across the table.

      “Khaleesi…”

      “What?”

      “Truce?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I brought you pancakes. Twice. What do I get with this supposed truce?”

      “Sausage-and-mushroom calzone?” he said, holding up his plate.

      “Lame.”

      He looked passed me to the counter. “Be right back.” He jumped to his feet and sprinted to the counter. A minute later, he returned with a chocolate chip cookie.

      “Truce?”

      Grabbing the cookie, the plastic wrapper crinkled at my touch. I shook it back and forth as I spoke. “Fine. But you’re better than this.”

      “It’s all I could do on such short notice.”

      “Hmmph,” I said, placing the cookie on the table before grabbing my fork and knife and cutting into the calzone. Steam enveloped the air between us.

      “So, you wanna be my girlfriend, huh?” he asked, raising one flirtatious eyebrow.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said with a dismissive shrug before taking a sip of my drink.

      “Lyra, I’m being serious.”

      I studied his face, his eyes ardent and vulnerable, drank me in, and I felt that familiar pull of Dev that I’d come to crave since that night playing that stupid unicorn game. When I was in his orbit, I was powerless, I was consumed. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life.

      “Okay, fine,” I said, playing hard to get. “Yes, I do.”

      A satisfied smile crossed his lips as he dug into his calzone.

      “But first—”

      “Aw, shit.” His head fell back as he looked up at the ceiling.

      “You need to admit how shitty that felt today…seeing another man talking to me and then knowing we used to date. Admit it.”

      “Fine, okay, yeah. It sucked ass, okay? Will you be my girlfriend now?”

      “Yeah, yeah, stop begging,” I teased, popping a bite of calzone into my mouth as Dev laughed. The thought of officially being his girlfriend made me a little buzzy. Yes, he drove me crazy. Yes, we bickered and fought, but I was falling for him.

      I was falling hard.

      That night we had all assembled at Bennet’s at one of their large high-top tables, a television screen facing each of us as we nursed our drinks. The guys were bickering about whether or not the quarterback deserved to be played that night while Maren, Allison, and I talked about Maren’s spring line for her candle shop. She was planning an entire line of spring pie candles in mason jars.

      “You’re having key lime, right?”

      “Oh for sure. And lemon meringue.”

      “Strawberry rhubarb,” Allison suggested.

      “Ooh, I need a pen.” Maren dug through her purse, grabbing a pen and a pad of paper.

      “Do you always carry that?” Dev asked, tearing his attention away from the game.

      “Yep, you never know when an idea might strike.”

      “Nice.” He smiled at her, then glanced at me, giving me a wink before fixing his attention back on the game and the commentary from the guys.

      Maren looked up from her purse and paused for a second, lowering her voice and talking between her teeth as she leaned in close so only I could hear her. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “Who?” I asked, looking past Dev out into the bar. There was a beautiful woman walking toward us. She was Indian and stunning.

      “I’ve only seen pictures, but I think that’s—”

      “Trupti?” Dev asked when she reached our table. He looked dumbfounded. “What are you doing here?”

      Trupti. Holy shit. I never thought I’d actually meet her in person.

      And following close behind her was, of all people, Craig from the ski resort. My bottom lip dropped as I took in the sight of him. He wrapped his arm around her and nodded to Dev.

      “’Sup, man, good to see you up and about. Foot heal okay?”

      Dev’s nostrils flared as he studied Craig standing with Trupti.

      “Um, what’s this?” Dev asked, motioning between Craig and Trupti. Trupti flipped her hair behind her shoulder and leaned into Craig, who wrapped his arm around her.

      “Oh, didn’t you know? Craig and I are seeing each other.”

      “You’re joking,” Dev said, his lungs heaving. And my heart sank as I watched him, clearly jealous, get visibly upset at the sight of Trupti with someone else. I knew he didn’t like Craig, but this was much more of a reaction than I would have ever expected. I mean, he was with me, we were happy. He said he didn’t want to be with Trupti anymore…

      “We reconnected a few weeks ago,” Trupti said, gloating.

      “I was in the city a few weeks ago and I saw her across a crowded room, just like the movies,” Craig said, sounding like a total idiot.

      “And you just happened to come here,” Dev said, his chest still heaving. He looked like steam was going to come out his ears. And the worst thing was, he wouldn’t look at me. His eyes never left Trupti. Maren could feel my stress and squeezed my leg. We looked at one another, and she pressed her lips into a thin line, offering me solidarity.

      She knows how fucked up this is too.

      And how embarrassing.

      For a guy who literally just asked me to be his girlfriend earlier that day, he was awfully transfixed on his ex. That was, until his phone buzzed.

      “It’s work; I have to take this,” he said, glaring at them before pressing the phone to his ear and walking outside.

      “Oh my God, Lyra, it’s you!” Craig said, walking around the table to stand next to me. “I didn’t see you there. I forgot you know Dev.”

      “Lyra?” Trupti said, her eyes like daggers before she turned to look toward the front door of the bar where Dev stood. “Ahh, the work calls. How I remember those.” She used finger quotation marks around the word work. “I have to use the restroom. Want to find a table, Craig?”

      “Sure, babe. So, Lyra, how’s it going?” Craig asked.

      “Fine,” I said, feeling haunted by Trupti’s reference to the work phone calls and remembering Craig’s insistence that Dev was a player. I felt like the walls were closing in on me as their words bounced around my brain. Maren could feel it too. She squeezed my leg again and interjected.

      “Craig, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Maren, Lyra’s best friend.”

      “Oh, hey. Lyra and I met at the resort when Dev took a spill and broke his little ankle.”

      “He sprained it,” Peter said, glaring at Craig. “And this place is filling up; you should probably find a table. It’d be a shame if you had to go somewhere else.”

      “Or would it?” Scott muttered under his breath. And if I hadn’t been on the verge of a panic attack, I’d want to laugh and kiss them both. But I was too consumed by my own insecurities to pull myself out of my funk.

      “Message received,” Craig said, shaking his head. “Have a good night.”

      He walked away and Scott jumped to his feet. “I’m getting us another round. Maybe two.”

      “Make that three,” I said with a sigh, staring at the door. Dev was still outside, only now he was no longer alone.

      Trupti was there too.

      Fuck me.
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      I really didn’t want to answer that call. But Noah from Switzerland was in a complete panic, as one of their software systems was glitching pretty badly. I needed to walk him through the protocol. So, I sucked it up, compartmentalized my personal shit for five minutes and calmed him down, getting his system back online.

      “Thank you, Dev,” he said once everything was working properly again. “Sorry to bother you again. I know my co-worker just called you three days ago.”

      “Hey, it’s my job. Now, go take a deep breath, maybe get a cup of coffee.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Maybe some decaf,” I said with a forced laugh before ending the call. Placing my phone in the pocket of my jeans, I inhaled the cool Seattle air into my lungs, trying to wrap my mind around Trupti showing up with Craig on her freaking arm.

      I was over Trup, I was. One hundred fucking percent. But something wasn’t sitting right with me. Either they’d legitimately been seeing each other or it was a desperate attempt to get my attention. Either way, it worked. She had my full undivided attention, and I hated her for it.

      I turned to walk to the door just as Trupti walked out of the bar, a smug look on her face. I used to think Trupti was the most beautiful woman in the world. But I didn’t see that anymore. I saw arrogance, I saw ugliness. I saw a person I barely recognized.

      “Another work call, huh? Who was it this time? London? Paris?”

      “What do you want, Trup?” I asked, shaking my head in disgust.

      “Oh just thought we should have a little chat.”

      “About?”

      “Us.”

      “There is no us, Trupti, for fuck’s sake!”

      “Bullshit, I saw the look on your face when you saw Craig. You’re jealous.”

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently. “Don’t confuse disgust with jealousy.”

      “Dev, come on. We belong together.”

      “You’re delusional. I’m in love with Lyra.”

      Holy shit. That’s the first time I said that out loud.

      “What?” Trupti looked like she’d swallowed poison. Her nose flared and her cheeks turned bright red as she stared at me in shock.

      “I do. I love her. And I’m over you. I’ve been over you for a while now. I’m sorry. I know that must hurt, but—”

      “I fucked Craig.”

      “What?”

      “Right before I broke up with you. At the Christmas party two years ago…just like you thought.”

      “What?”

      “We fucked in your office. On your desk, actually.”

      “What the fuck did you just say?” I yelled, rage building in my chest.

      A creepy-as-fuck smile crawled across Trupti’s face. Apparently she got the reaction she hoped for. “I cheated on you. And I ended things because of it. Things fizzled back then, but I decided to give him a call a few weeks ago. And it’s just as good as I remembered it. Although, I do miss that desk…”

      “You’re a fucking bitch,” I seethed, my chest heaving. I hated myself for feeding into her bullshit. Whether or not it was true didn’t matter. I couldn’t get the thought of her with Craig out of my head. While I was arranging for my nani to send her ring and planning to propose, she was spreading her legs for that fucking douche on my desk.

      The desk I still use every single fucking day.

      “Say the word and I’ll end it. I’ll tell him it’s over right now.”

      I put my hands up on my head, pacing the sidewalk. “Do you hear yourself, you fucking psychopath? You put your dirty, lying cheating ass on my fucking desk and fucked that prick.”

      “But I also said I’d end it.”

      “You think I could ever want you back? I didn’t want you back to begin with!”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Look, I don’t know why you’re here. I don’t know why you’re trying to take a massive shit all over my life, but you need to leave. Right fucking now.”

      Trupti shook her head, crossing her arms. Her eyes turning from aggressive to pleading. “Dev, please.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Don’t give me the pathetic puppy-dog shit. Get the hell out of my fucking life.”

      “But I—”

      “I mean it, Trup. I hope I never see you again.” I swallowed hard as I glared at her. “Ever.”

      The door opened and Craig walked out the door, beelining for Trupti. “Hey, babe, everything okay out here?”

      “Turn around, walk away.”

      “What?” Craig looked clueless.

      “I’m not playing, man. Don’t come near me right now.”

      “He knows,” Trupti said, standing between us, her face defeated. “He knows about the Christmas party.”

      A satisfied prick of a smile crossed Craig’s face. “Yeah, well, you snooze you lose.”

      “You’re a piece of shit,” I sneered at him. “Always were. An unmotivated, sleazy piece of shit.”

      “Oh what the fuck ever. You treated everyone like they were beneath you.”

      “Fuck you, dude. You are beneath me.”

      “Whatever, dude. You walked around that office like your shit didn’t stink. Someone needed to knock your ass down.”

      “You’re a piece of trash.” I glared at him before glancing at Trupti. “The two of you deserve each other. Have a nice fucking life. And never come back to this place. It’s mine,” I said, walking past them and back into the bar.

      The stale smell of beer and the sounds of announcers from the TV were slightly comforting as I made my way to the bathroom. I needed to splash some water on my face and try to get my shit together.

      When I got back to the table, everyone was silent until Lyra started in on me. “What happened out there? I saw you talking to Trupti.”

      “Nothing; it’s nothing.”

      “Here, man,” Scott said, sliding a couple shots of Tito’s my way. “Got these for you to take the edge off.”

      “Take the edge off of what?” Lyra demanded.

      “Thanks, man.” I downed each shot, feeling the familiar burn of the vodka at the back of my throat. Again, it comforted me slightly, but not enough. Even being near Lyra wasn’t helping me out of the fucking abyss I was in.

      “What happened, Dev?” Lyra pushed.

      “Just drop it, okay? Nothing happened.”

      “Whatever,” she muttered under her breath, grabbing her purse and walking away. Maren and Allison followed her toward the bathrooms.

      “Okay, it’s just us. What the hell happened?”

      “She fucked Craig days before I was going to propose. Fucking whore.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I mean, I knew Turnip was a pill, but I didn’t know she was this bad.”

      “Wait, what did you say?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. Peter got a guilty look on his face.

      “Well, now that you’re definitely never getting back with her, it’s probably okay to tell you this.”

      “We call her Turnip,” Scott said. “We always hated her, man.”

      “Oh my God.” I looked up at the ceiling. “Turnip? Really?”

      “Sorry,” Pete said with clenched teeth and a shrug. “It starts with a T. It just came out of my mouth one night after too many beers.”

      “And we went with it,” Scott said with a chuckle, sliding another shot of Tito’s my way.

      “No, no, it’s hilarious, I just…I’m too fucked up to laugh right now.” I raised the shot glass. “Adios, Turnip.”

      The guys raised their glasses and said “adios” in unison.

      Scott hopped up. “I’ll get another round.”

      “Make that two.”

      “You got it.”

      “I know I should go after Lyra, but dude, I just can’t right now. I’m too pissed off.”

      “She’ll come back soon. They can’t stay in the bathroom all night.”

      I pressed my hand to my head, feeling the Tito’s finally kicking in and numbing my nerves just a little. “I mean, I can’t fucking believe this. I can’t believe I ever got back together with her in the first place.”

      “You didn’t know, man. Don’t beat yourself up because she can’t keep it in her pants. She’s manipulative and controlling, and now we know she’s a cheater too.”

      “Yeah. But I’m a dumbass because I fell for it. I fell for all of it.”

      Scott returned with three more shots and I grabbed two of them, downing them one after the other. I had to ease this pain that coursed through every inch of my body.

      “Dev,” Lyra said from behind me. “We need to talk.”

      “Lyra, c’mon, just give me a minute, okay?”

      “No, now. Outside.” She stood with her hands on her hips, her expression stony and her lips pressed together in a thin line.

      “Fine,” I said, prying myself off the barstool. “After you.”

      When we got outside, I attempted to put my arm around her, but she pushed me away.

      “What the hell?”

      “What really happened out here?”

      “Nothing. She was just trying to get me all riled up.”

      “Well, it certainly worked. You’re a mess.”

      “Trupti means nothing, okay? I don’t want her.”

      “Trupti means nothing. Abby means nothing. Oh, and Malika means nothing too. I see how it is,” she said, placing her hands on her hips.

      I rolled my eyes; my words slurred from my mouth. But in my head, everything made perfect sense. “I don’t mean then. I mean now.”

      “You’re not over her.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Guys who are over their exes don’t act like this. You’re drunk as hell, slurring your words and acting like someone I don’t even know. And the worst part is you’re jealous as hell that she’s with a new guy.”

      “New guy,” I hissed. “New guy, my fucking asshoooolle,” I yelled into the street.

      “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      “What?”

      “Storming off to the bathroom because you couldn’t give me a fucking minute. Just one fucking minute is all I needed, but you were all up in my shit!”

      “Wow, okay. Sorry for caring about you. Sorry for being invested in you.”

      “Don’t do that. Trupti always played the martyr, and I’m over it.”

      “Don’t you dare compare me to her.”

      “Then don’t act like her,” I said, a fake overly sarcastic smile stretched across my face.

      “I was being myself, Dev. I was being a woman who speaks her mind, remember? A woman who does what she wants. You said you loved that about me.”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes it’s fucking annoying.”

      “Wow,” Lyra said, looking up at the sky. “That’s convenient.”

      “What?”

      “Well, you claim to want a woman like me, to love that I say what I think when I think it.”

      “Sometimes I do.”

      “Exactly. And that’s why it’s convenient.”

      “Oh my God, Lyra. Just give it a rest, okay? You’re beating a dead fucking horse. I mean, like you killed that fucking horse, then you beat it with a shovel, and now you’re running it over with a semi!”

      “Would you calm down?” Lyra said, looking around us. People on the sidewalk were crossing the street to avoid passing by, but I didn’t care. Instead of calming down, I yelled at them, throwing my arms out into the air. “Keep walking, assholes!”

      “Why are you spiraling like this? I just don’t get it. You were fine before they walked through that door,” she pushed. She was not going to let any of this go.

      “Because he fucked her!” In my drunken haze, I thought Lyra should understand what that meant. But she only looked more pissed off. I expected sympathy, but all I could see was a face made of stone.

      “I can’t believe you,” she said, shaking her head. “And what about your calls?”

      “My what?” I asked incredulously.

      Calls? What the hell was she talking about?

      “Your work calls?” She put finger quotes around the word, and it pissed me off. Trupti used to do that all the time.

      “What about them?” I used finger quotes right back at her, being overly dramatic, but I needed to make a point.

      “I mean, come on, let’s just get real. You get these calls all the time. You never say what’s going on, you always sneak off somewhere to talk in private, usually outside the building so no one is in earshot. Why do you do that?”

      “So I can hear better, so I can focus. Where the fuck is this coming from?”

      She closed her eyes tight. “Craig told me you’re a player.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling like I was going to lose my ever loving mind. “He said what?”

      “Back in December he told me you cheated on Trupti all the time. And those calls, they just… I can’t shake what he said.”

      “He’s a goddamn liar.” I spat the words, wishing I could punch Craig in the fucking head for lying to her. And I would enjoy it. Why he did it? I wasn’t sure. It could have been because he saw we were into each other at the resort and he was trying to paint himself in a better light, but I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was that he was a douche and he’d lied through his teeth. I’d never been a player in my entire life. If anything I was overly monogamous. And apparently, a cuckold or whatever that old-fashioned word was for a guy who’s woman cheats on him right under his fucking nose.

      I bet Jane Austen would know the word. Fucking Jane.

      “When you went outside, Trupti made it obvious that you work calls aren’t really work calls.”

      “And that’s why you used those fucking finger quotes.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you believed her,” I deadpanned, unable to believe what I was hearing. She’d never met Trupti, but was playing into her head games instead of trusting me.

      “I don’t know what I believe anymore.” Lyra threw her hands up in the air. “But you’re way too worked up over Trupti moving on. And you get these calls all the time. We run into your Tinder fuck buddies everywhere we go! Something’s gotta give, Dev!”

      “So, let me get this straight. You think I’m hung up on Trupti, but you also think I fucked around on her.” I paused for dramatic effect. I was too pissed to play nice. “You think I’m getting booty calls every five minutes, but I’m also hung up on Trupti at the same time. I can’t keep my dick in my pants, but I’m pining over the girl that I dumped. Which is it, Lyra?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know anymore. The Dev I’ve been with for the last month would never be freaking out over his ex like this. And he wouldn’t be screaming at me in front of a bar because I dared to ask what happened.”

      “He fucked my girlfriend, Lyra. My girlfriend! That’s what happened.”

      “Your girlfriend,” she deadpanned, turning around and walking away. “Nice.”

      “What?” I asked, not understanding the problem.

      “Maybe this was a mistake. All of this,” she said, turning around, her face impassive.

      “Oh really?” I asked, my anger was now covered in dread and misery as I imagined my life without Lyra. But that misery and dread combined with my anger created a heavy, suffocating darkness that I felt powerless to stop.

      “Yeah,” she said, no tears on her face. No emotion, no kindness. She was made of stone, and it terrified me. She held my tiny little heart in the palm of her hand, and all she had to do was squeeze. I could feel her grip tightening as she stared through me.

      “Actually, that sounds good to me.” I said, grabbing my phone. “Where’s the App Store? Ah, here it is.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Downloading Tinder,” I said, pressing on the app to download it.

      “Wow. You’ve officially reached a new level of asshole.”

      “I mean, if you’re going to accuse me of getting my wick dipped, I may as well get something out of it, right?”

      “You do that,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “And we can go back to how this was always meant to be.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Being forced together kicking and screaming. We’ll just pretend the last month never happened.”

      “Ahh, I get it,” I said, testing her, hoping to coax some emotion from her, some softness. “Then maybe you and Professor Plum can give it another try.”

      “What did you just say?” She glared, daggers in her eyes. But still, no softness, no vulnerability that I could cling to for dear life.

      “You heard me,” I said, digging my heels into the darkness. My world was spinning out of control, literally and figuratively.

      “I’m out,” Lyra said, shaking her head and walking passed me. “Call me when you sober up. Better yet, call me when you grow up.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get as far away from you as possible.”

      I heard her cell phone ring as she walked away, her shoes clicking against the concrete. I wanted to call out to her, to tell her to take a cab, to not walk alone at night. But instead I yelled out, “Tell the professor I say hi.”

      “Fuck you, Dev!”

      She pressed the phone to her ear as she rounded the corner. Part of me wanted to run after her, beg her forgiveness, but the stubborn side of me just wanted to be alone, to crawl inside of my darkness and escape my reality.

      And the darkness won.
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      I couldn’t let Dev see that he’d broken my heart in two. Instead, I stayed stoic. I stayed strong until I could get far enough that he couldn’t hear my sobs, he couldn’t see my tears. Once again, I felt replaceable. I felt like I would never be enough for a man who was pining after his ex and couldn’t be faithful.

      My phone rang as I approached the corner.

      “Tell the professor I say hi,” Dev called.

      “Fuck you, Dev,” I said before answering the call. It was my mother…literally the last person in the world I wanted to speak to. I was so angry and upset with Dev that it never occurred to me that my mother was calling me at midnight. Normally seeing her number that late would have sent me into a panic. But I was too wrapped up in my fight with Dev to process it.

      “Mama, this isn’t a good time,” I said, rounding the corner, getting as far away from Dev as I possibly could.

      “Lyra, thank God you’re there. Abuela’s had a heart attack.”

      “What?” My feet stopped working and my stomach dropped to my knees. “Is she okay? Is she alive?”

      “Yes. But you have to come home, mija. It’s…it’s not looking good.”

      A knot formed in my chest. “Mama, you’re scaring me.”

      My mom cried into the phone. “Because I’m scared, mija. I think we’re going to lose her. Please. Please come home as soon as you can.”

      “Of course,” I said, attempting to be strong for my mother. “I’ll get on the next flight out. I promise.”

      “Text your father before takeoff. He’ll pick you up at the airport.”

      Wiping the tears from my eyes, I hailed a cab and searched my phone for flights as I rode back to my apartment. There was no time to spend worrying about or even thinking about Dev. My focus was one hundred percent on my family. I could only hope I’d get to L.A. in time to see my abuela.

      “Please, God, don’t take her,” I whispered to the heavens as I climbed out of the cab and walked into my building.

      God didn’t answer my prayer.

      By the time I reached the hospital, my abuela had a massive coronary that took her in an instant. There was nothing the doctors and nurses could do to bring her back. I stood in shock as my mom held on to me for dear life, sobbing into my shoulder. I clutched her back, holding her close as my own tears poured from my eyes. This was a pain I’d never experienced. It was all consuming; it was as if a part of me had died.

      “I need to see her,” I said to my father moments later when my mother had taken a seat in a boxy wooden chair with shabby fabric. My father nodded, took my hand, and led me to her room. I stood in the doorway for a moment, unable to coerce my feet into walking into the room.

      “It’s okay, mija. You need to say goodbye,” he urged me on.

      I nodded as tears dripped from my eyes like a leaky faucet. It felt like I would never stop crying as I stood above her. Her skin was ashen, her eyes closed and surprisingly peaceful. I took her hand and sat in the chair beside the bed.

      “It’s me, Abuela. It’s Lyra.”

      She said nothing and I chided myself for being foolish enough to think she’d actually be able to respond. The sudden realization that I’d never hear her voice again hit me like a bullet train as I pressed her hand to my lips, kissing her cold knuckles, aching for the warmth and unconditional love that only Abuela could give.

      “I hate that you were in pain. You must have been so scared.” I stroked the top of her hand with my fingertips as if I could heal her somehow, as if I could take that pain away.

      “I’ll miss you so much. So much, Abuela. And I’ll take care of Mama. I promise. I promise, I promise, I promise.”

      After spending a few more minutes sitting in silence, I studied her face, knowing it was the last time I’d ever have the luxury of seeing it. I studied the lines that creased her forehead, the way her skin sagged from her cheeks and the plump, perfect lips that I’d always admired and wished genetics had given me. I stood, kissed her on the cheek, and said my final goodbye.

      It was time to honor my promise. It was time to take care of my mother.

      Four days later, we were sitting at St. Mary’s Catholic Church, listening to the priest talk about my abuela. Calla lily arrangements surrounded the pulpit. My mother sat next to me in her black dress, squeezing my hand as we sat uncomfortably in the creaky wooden pew.

      I hadn’t had much contact with my life back in Seattle. Vern had been more than accommodating. Spring break was approaching, and he’d told me to just take all the time I needed before the break and after if necessary. Maren told me she and Peter would be at the services. I hadn’t seen her yet, but knew I would eventually. My abuela knew a lot of people during her lifetime and was an active member of St. Mary’s, so I was proud to see that the church was filled with family members, friends, and fellow parishioners who were there to pay their respects.

      Dev had started texting me the night I left the bar.

      12:22am: Did you get home okay? I shouldn’t have let you walk home alone.

      12:45am: Please Lyra, just let me know you got home safe. I’ll be waiting.

      9:16am: I’m an asshole. I don’t remember everything I said last night, but I know I fucked up. Please forgive me.

      10:04am: I’m outside your building. Please buzz me up.

      10:30am: Okay, I get it. I’m going home. Really hoping to hear from you.

      After that, the texting stopped for a day, but each morning I woke up to the same message.

      I can’t stop thinking about you and wishing I’d done everything differently.

      I’d ignored every text. Every last one. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about Dev. In fact, I worried that I cared too much. But I had to focus on my family. I had to give Abuela the attention and respect that she deserved during her passing. While on the phone with Maren, she’d asked me why I hadn’t told Dev about Abuela’s heart attack and I didn’t have an answer.

      “I don’t know,” I had said. “I just… I can’t deal with it. With any of it. I need to get through this first before I can see straight. I need to climb out of my grief, I think, and then I can start to consider letting him in.”

      Maren understood and didn’t push; she just reassured me that I would have her support and that she’d see me at the church.

      So, here we were. After a seventy-five minute service and mass, it was time to walk behind Abuela’s casket. My father, my uncles, and my male cousins were the pallbearers, so my mother and I walked behind them along with my aunts and female cousins.

      When we got halfway down the aisle, I spotted Maren and Peter. Maren had tears streaming down her cheeks and she blew me a kiss. Peter gave me a closed mouth, supportive smile. I nodded at both of them, mentally thanking them for their support, for their friendship.

      When we reached the final pews of the church, my breath caught as I saw his face. Dev. Alone, wearing a black suit, white shirt, and black tie, standing with his hands folded in front of him, his eyes focused on me, his eyes apologetic and vulnerable.

      I hadn’t asked him to be there. But he was there.

      And it was there that I lost it. The moment we entered the vestibule, I grabbed hold of my mother, and I sobbed into her shoulder. She wrapped me into her arms, stroking my back with her palm, her voice a soothing whisper.

      “Let it out, mija. Let it out.”

      I hated myself for being affected by his presence. But I was. I wanted his support, even when I was angry with him. Even when I wasn’t sure we had any chance of a future at all; he was that important to me. And the fact that he showed up meant something to me. In fact, it meant everything. But that didn’t mean I was ready to deal with it.

      After the service, friends, family, and church parishioners paid their respects to my parents and to me. I noticed Dev standing with Maren and Peter beneath a palm tree. His expression was solemn and every so often he’d look over to where I stood before returning his attention to Peter and Maren.

      I knew I had to talk to him eventually.

      May as well rip off the damn band-aid.

      “Excuse me, Mama,” I said, rubbing her back gently as I walked toward Dev and our friends.

      “Hey,” Maren said, greeting me with a warm hug, pulling me in tight. “How you holding up?”

      I shrugged. “I’m okay. Worried about my mom, but she’s holding it together. For now, anyway.”

      “Great turnout. It’s obvious your abuela was a very loved woman.”

      “Thanks, Peter. She was.”

      Dev leaned over to kiss me on the cheek and I froze in place. “I’m so sorry. Can, uh…can we talk?”

      I hesitated for a moment, worried that I’d bitten off more than I could chew by being near him. I wasn’t ready to get into it with Dev. I wasn’t ready to face everything I was feeling. “I should really get back to my parents.”

      “It’ll just take a second, I promise.”

      “We’ll give you guys a minute,” Peter said, taking Maren’s hand and leading her away.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Dev beat me to the punch.

      “Look, before you say anything, I’m not here to talk about us, okay? This isn’t the time or the place.”

      “Oh.” I was surprised, but touched. And a little relieved.

      “I’m here to tell you how sorry I am about your abuela. I know she meant the world to you. I know you spent hours cooking in the kitchen with her. I know she’s the reason you can make the most amazing pancakes I’ve ever tasted.”

      A small laugh escaped my lips and tears formed in my eyes. I hadn’t laughed in days. Even when I felt swallowed by grief, even when our future was completely uncertain, and even when I was insanely mad at him, somehow Dev always managed to make me laugh. He was living, breathing levity.

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m here because no matter what happens with us, no matter what you decide, I always want you in my life. I’m not going anywhere, Lyra. You’re important to me and always will be, even if I’m not lucky enough to be with you. I’ll still be there for you.”

      I was overcome, speechless, but still not ready to be vulnerable with him. So I nodded and simply said, “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “Of course. I’m staying at the Hilton, just like Pete and Maren. I have to head back tomorrow, but if you need me, I’m here.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I really hope that when you get back to the city, we can talk. About whatever you want.”

      “I’ll probably only want to talk about Abuela,” I said with an honest shrug. At that moment I couldn’t imagine talking about anything else. My brain was flooded with memories of my childhood. Small moments, big moments, and everything in between.

      “Then that’s what we’ll talk about. It’d be an honor, actually.”

      Part of me wanted to sink into his arms and cry, to pull him close and ask him to take my pain away. But I knew he couldn’t, and I knew that despite his presence, we weren’t okay. I didn’t know if we’d ever be good enough to get past what happened at the bar. I wanted to, but in my haze of grief, it felt impossible to feel optimistic about anything in my life, let alone my shaky relationship.

      “I need to get back to my family,” I said, wiping a tear from my eye. He passed me a handkerchief embroidered with his initials. I wiped my eyes and tried to hand it back to him.

      “Keep it,” he said, reaching for my hand. I hesitated but finally allowed him to take it in his. He simply squeezed it and said goodbye.

      When he walked away, I felt empty. Completely empty.

      Slowly, and in a daze, I returned to my family.

      “He’s awfully handsome,” my mom said. “Who is he?”

      “Long story,” I said, watching him rejoin Peter and Maren under another tree.

      “Mija,” she said with a sigh as she wiped her eyes with a tissue, “I’ve got nothing but time.”

      “Yeah, I guess we both do, huh?”

      I wrapped my arm around my mother’s waist, pulling her close. My dad encircled us with his strong arms, and for the first time that day, I felt whole again.

      My focus was my family. The rest of my life would just have to wait until I returned to Seattle. And I wasn’t exactly sure when the would be.
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      When Trupti broke up with me two years ago, I thought my world was ending. Turned out, I didn’t know true pain until I had tasted life with Lyra and then lost her. I hadn’t seen her since her abuela’s funeral three weeks ago, and every single day had been more painful than the one before it. If I hadn’t been an idiot and screwed everything up, I would have been in Los Angeles, supporting her and meeting her family.

      But I wasn’t.

      Instead, my stupid ass was back on a plane to Seattle the day after the services and I hadn’t heard from her since. I’d sent some texts but was feeling antsy.

      “Why did you call me down here?” Pete asked. He was standing in front of me with a puzzled but amused expression as I sat at a large wooden table at the local library. “What’s with all the books?”

      Sitting at the table, I was surrounded by every book Jane Austen ever wrote. They sat in front of me in an arch pattern as I stared at their worn old-fashioned covers, not sure which one to start first. “I’m trying to feel closer to her.”

      “By staring at old books?”

      “Jane Austen’s her favorite.”

      “And you’re going to read these?”

      “Every last one.”

      “And then what?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head.

      “And why did you blow me off this morning?”

      I had told Peter I wasn’t able to go on our weekly Saturday morning run. What I hadn’t told him was where I went instead. But with him standing right in front of me, demanding an answer, I had to cave.

      “I took a yoga class.”

      “No shit, really?”

      “Yep.”

      “Lyra’s class?”

      “No, I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable. I went to a different one uptown.”

      “Wow. I took a yoga class for Maren once. It was an experience. But she was there with me. Going by yourself is a whole different thing.”

      “I told you, man, I’m just trying to feel closer to her. I can’t see her, can’t talk to her, can’t touch her. She doesn’t answer my texts. The other night I took a freaking Buzzfeed quiz to see which Jane Austen character I am.”

      “And who are you?”

      “I don’t know; some girl named Marianne Dashwood. I guess she’s a free spirit or some shit. That’s why I decided to read the books, man. I’m lost without her.”

      “Wow. I, uh…a quiz, huh?”

      “Don’t laugh at me, man. I know she’s in pain and I just wanna be there for her, but I know I can’t. She doesn’t want to see me, and frankly, I don’t blame her at all. I was a fucking dick. I even accused her of wanting to date that professor again.”

      “Wait, Professor Pretentious? Why would you do that?”

      “It’s a long story. The point is: I fucked up.”

      “I know.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I said, picking up one of the books and paging through it. “I just wanna be there for her, you know? I’ve never lost someone, especially someone as important to her as her abuela.”

      Peter got a conflicted look on his face.

      “What is it, man? You look constipated.”

      “She’s home right now.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, she’s back from L.A. And I happen to know she’s home this afternoon. Maren just spoke to her before I came down here.”

      “Oh,” I said, my wheels spinning. I could feel Keith Urban playing in my head as I thought of things I could do to be there for her.

      “You didn’t hear that from me, though. Maren would kill me.”

      “Is Maren pissed at me, too?”

      “Nah, she gets it. I told her about Trupti and Craig…and the desk.”

      “You know, if I was ten years younger, I’d get in my car and drive to that resort and punch that motherfucker right in the face.”

      “Yeah, I know. Sleeping with your girl is unacceptable.”

      “No, not for that. For lying to Lyra. He told her I was a player and I cheated on Trupti. All. The. Time.”

      “Well, that’s bullshit. Why would he lie like that?”

      “Not sure, but I have some theories, and they all involve him trying to get into Lyra’s ski pants back in December.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. He’s a sleaze, isn’t he?”

      “Big time. But Trupti’s the real piece of work in that scenario. I mean, on my desk, dude.”

      Peter shuttered. “I’m surprised you haven’t replaced it.”

      “New one’s being delivered Monday. I’ve been working in the conference room lately. Everyone at the office thinks I’m nuts.”

      “Did you tell anyone?”

      “Hell no. Just saying I needed a change of scenery. No one’s pursued it further.”

      “Good. So, why don’t you check out the books and we’ll get out of here?”

      I nodded, putting the books in a stack before having an idea. “On second thought, hold on.”

      I grabbed my phone, found a boxed set of brand-new Jane Austen books and bought them on Amazon. “They’ll be there tomorrow. Brand-new ones.”

      “You want to own them?”

      “Why not?”

      “Wow, you’ve got it bad.”

      “Dude, you have no idea.” I moved the books to the cart at the end of the aisle. “Thanks for coming down here. I appreciate it.”

      “You heading to her place then?”

      “Yeah, just have a couple stops to make first.”

      An hour later, I was standing in front of Lyra’s building, my heart beating a mile a minute. I wasn’t trying to force my way back into her life, but I knew she was grieving and I just wanted to be there for her, to support her in any way she would allow. Just before I was about to press the doorbell, someone opened the door and left the building. I grabbed the heavy door and walked in.

      Carrying my bags up the stairs, I took a deep breath before knocking on her door. I heard shuffling inside, but no one came to the door. I knocked again. Seconds later, the door opened. Lyra looked conflicted. I could tell she was slightly happy to see me, but her pride wouldn’t allow her to tell me so. She looked gorgeous. Her hair spilled down her shoulders in loose waves, and she wore a baggy pink sweatshirt that fell off one shoulder and yoga pants. She looked effortlessly sexy. But then again, she always did. My heart ached just looking at her, wishing I could pull her into my arms.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Look, I heard you were back in town. I just wanted to check on you, see how you’re doing.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “And I brought you some stuff,” I said, lifting up the bags in my arms. “Can I come in? I’ll leave the second you want me to go.”

      She hesitated for a moment, then stepped to the side. “Okay.”

      Lyra’s apartment was surprisingly tidy. I had expected it to be messy since whenever someone is grieving in the movies, their house looks like hell. There were cups all over the tables and counters, but that was par for the course with Lyra.

      “So, what’d you bring me?”

      “Well, first, some Dots. I know you love these things.”

      A weak smile crossed her beautiful lips. “I do.”

      “And plenty of Twix. No pressure to share, though. Everything in here is for you.”

      “Well, that’s nice.”

      “I know you love gossip magazines, so I grabbed every one they had.”

      She lit up a little bit as she took the shiny gossip rags from the bag. “I’m so behind on all of this. Thank you.”

      “And I’m shit in the kitchen, but I stopped at this really cool Mexican restaurant down the block. I remembered you saying Abuela taught you how to make these. Obviously they won’t be as good as her secret recipe, but…” I reached for the last bag and handed it to Lyra. She opened the paper bag, inhaling the smell of cinnamon and sugar.

      “Sopapillas?” she asked, her eyes welling with tears.

      “Yeah.” I said, taken aback by her tears. “Geez, I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was make you cry.”

      “No, no,” she said, waving me away as she closed her eyes tightly. “They’re good tears. Thank you for doing that.”

      “Of course.”

      “I can’t… I can’t believe you remembered.”

      “I remember everything you say. You’re important to me.”

      Lyra wiped her tears away and took a deep breath. “This is going to sound really weird, and it doesn’t mean I want to get back together, but…”

      “What is it?”

      “Would you just hold me? I feel so broken, so empty. I just…I really need you to hold me right now.”

      Without another word, I walked to her, taking her in my arms. Her shoulders relaxed into me, and she sobbed in my arms. With soft movements, I rubbed her back and whispered, “Shhhh” into her ear. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I held her in the middle of her living room, grateful for being able to smell her again. That familiar scent of strawberries and pears danced through my senses as I clung to her, feeling guilty that I was enjoying this moment too much, that I was taking pleasure in moment that was fueled by her pain, her grief and her anguish over losing one of the most important people in her life.

      When her tears stopped, she spoke. “Why were you so upset about Trupti and Craig?”

      “Because she slept with him.”

      “So? You were sleeping with me. I don’t get it.”

      I pulled away, looking her in the eye. “No, no. They slept together two years ago at my company’s Christmas party. On my desk.”

      Lyra did a double take. “Wait, what?”

      I nodded. “Just days before she dumped me. I was literally holding an engagement ring in my hand when she ended it. And when I saw him at the resort, I called her and she got weird. I asked if something happened with them. She said he hit on her but nothing happened. Turned out that was a lie.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of that?”

      “I thought I did. I mean, not the resort stuff. But the sleeping-together-at-the-party stuff”

      Lyra shook her head. “No, I thought you meant they were sleeping together now. After you’d broken up. I had no clue this happened.”

      “Shit, I was so drunk, I just thought you knew, which is why I got so pissed at you. Now that I look back on it, I feel really fucking dumb.”

      Her eyes were puffy from her tears, but they softened. I was finally seeing the vulnerable side of Lyra that I was so desperate for that night outside of Bennet’s. “You must have thought I was so heartless.”

      “Well, I mean, I didn’t say that,” I said with a soft, yet silly smile to lighten the mood. “Look, I was full of pride that night, but you need to know it wasn’t because I still have feelings for her. I dumped her the moment I got home from the ski trip. Yes, it was a long time coming, but let’s be real. You were the real reason I knew I wanted out. I wanted the possibility of you. And there was no you and me if I was still with her.”

      Lyra smiled. “That’s nice.”

      “And now that you’ve opened the door to this discussion, I need to tell you that my work calls are just that. Work. And Craig absolutely lied to you.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes pained.

      “No, don’t you dare apologize, Lyra. You did nothing wrong. Nothing at all.”

      “Well, I appreciate this grand gesture; it’s really nice. But I’m not ready to—”

      “Oh, this isn’t my grand gesture,” I said, shaking my head vehemently.

      “It’s not?”

      “No. I’m here because I care about you, because I feel powerless right now and want so badly to take your pain away. I’m here because you show up for the person you love.”

      Lyra’s eyes softened when I said that last word.

      She looked completely overwhelmed, running her fingers through her hair as she looked around the room, tears welling in her eyes again. “If I’m lucky enough to give you a grand gesture, then it’ll knock your damn socks off, Lyra Castillo. Make no mistake about that. But not until you’re ready.”

      “Okay.”

      “Just promise me one thing,” I said, taking her hand in mine.

      “What?”

      “Be ready one day. It doesn’t have to be today, next week or even two months from now. But please, please…be ready one day.”

      “I wish I could promise you that.”

      “That’s fair,” I said, my heart sinking into my gut. I put on a brave face because this day wasn’t about me. It was about Lyra. “Well, that’s enough about that. Today is about sopapillas, candy, and gossip magazines. And I’ll even watch The Wizard of Oz…if I have to.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. I know you love it. But I’m telling you, if that girl had just taken better care of her dog…”

      “Yeah, you’ve made your case against Dorothy’s pet ownership abilities.”

      “Good, just want to be clear about where I stand.”

      Lyra rolled her eyes, and for just a second, I felt a tinge of normalcy between us. “You’re impossible.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a smile, “that’s true.”

      “But you’re here,” Lyra said, squeezing my hand.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” I said. “And I’m not going anywhere until you kick my ass out. So let’s yellow brick road this bitch.”

      Another laugh left her lips, and I smiled to myself as she started the movie.

      I grabbed my phone and sent a simple text to Peter.

      -Thanks, man.
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      “Okay, I’m just going to say it,” Maren said as we left the library and headed out for lunch. Spring was always her slow time at the candle shop, so she had more free time to meet me for lunches. It was really nice, especially after losing Abuela. Maren was like a sister to me, and I found myself relying on her for emotional support even more than ever, especially as I was still not sure what to do about Dev.

      “Say what?”

      “Vern… He’s sexy.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “The man can dress. He has this old-fashioned charm about him, and I dig it.”

      “That’s because every time you come in, he flirts up a storm. Believe me, when you’re not there, he’s a total curmudgeon. The man literally counts down the days until breaks. If we went back there right now, he could tell you how many days until the end of the school year.

      “Hey, can we try that calzone place?” Maren said. “I love those things, and Peter’s not a fan. I gotta seize the opportunity.”

      “You’re so lame,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Is this what engagements are like? Scheming to eat food the other doesn’t like?”

      “Yep,” she said with a decisive nod.

      “Fine, whatever,” I said, crossing the street and heading to Ben’s Calzones. I felt a slight twinge in my stomach when I remembered Dev was the last person I went there with. “So, I have something to ask you.”

      “Shoot,” Maren said.

      “What should I do about Dev?”

      “Excuse me?” Maren asked, looking perplexed. She stopped in front of the restaurant, which was a relief, because if we were going to dive into this conversation, I was in no state to be stepping up to a register and ordering food.

      “What’s that look?”

      “I mean, you’ve never once asked me for relationship advice, in all of our friendship. You know what you want and you go for it.”

      “Well, this time I don’t know what to do.”

      “Why not? He admitted he acted like an asshole. You heard the full story of what happened. If I’m honest, I’m surprised you didn’t make up the day he brought you sopapillas and magazines. That was really sweet.”

      “It was. But I just wasn’t ready. I’m having trouble pulling myself out of my grief.”

      “I can see that. And that’s just going to take some time. But wouldn’t you rather be as happy as possible while you deal with your grief? I mean, you’re not betraying Abuela if you’re happy.”

      Tears welled in my eyes as the gravity of Maren’s words hit home. Was that it? Was I feeling guilty about the idea of being happy again? Would I be abandoning her memory? Would I be dishonoring her somehow?

      Grief was a nasty bitch. She played with your head and she made you question your actions, your thoughts, your feelings. With each passing day, I felt like a different person. I really wanted to feel like me again.

      “You know I would never downplay your grief, but I’ve been online a lot, trying to figure out how to help you through all this.”

      “Okay.”

      “Have you heard the ball-in-the-box theory?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, so the theory is this that there’s this box, and inside the box, there’s a grief button and a ball. When you first lose someone, the ball is really large, and it hits the button constantly. Over and over again, it hits. Right now, your ball is really big. You’re hitting that button all the time, and it’s setting you up for these massive mood swings and episodes where you feel out of control.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “The size of the box remains constant, but over time that ball gets smaller, so when it bounces around the box, it doesn’t hit the button as often. Eventually, you’re going to have more feelings of normalcy; you’re going to feel more like yourself again. That doesn’t mean the ball won’t hit the button, because it will. One woman commented on the article that she was having a great day and then in the middle of the produce department, a man reminded her of her dad and she lost it. The ball hit the button.”

      “Okay, so…”

      “I just think that you have to live your life. Knowing you as I do, you’ll always honor Abuela, because that’s just who you are. You’ll honor her with your choices and your memories. You’ll honor her by taking care of your mother, calling more often, and being maybe a little less snippy when she asks about your love life.”

      “Noted,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Abuela would never want you to put your life on hold for her. Far from it. I’ve met the woman; she wanted you to live a beautiful life.”

      “And?”

      “And I think your life with Dev would be all kinds of beautiful. Is he perfect? No, he can be a real asshole sometimes. But guess what? So can Peter. We’re all perfectly imperfect, aren’t we?”

      “Yeah, but look at how we fight. You and Peter don’t fight like that.”

      “Comparison is the thief of joy, Lyra.”

      “Ugh, you’re like a philosopher today. What the hell?”

      She shrugged. “I told you. I went down the Google rabbit hole.”

      “Lovely,” I said, rolling my eyes again.

      “The ball is going to hit the button regardless of what you decide. But you have a right to be happy.”

      “But what if I can’t trust him?”

      “I don’t know everything there is to know about the man. I do know this, though, and I know it for certain. Dev isn’t a cheater, and if I’d known that was a legitimate concern of yours, I would have set you straight a very long time ago. I’m so sorry I didn’t.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. I was too afraid to say the words out loud. If I verbalized it, I was afraid it would be true.”

      “So, just think it through. If you don’t want to be with him, that’s a whole other story. But I know you, Lyra. I know you really, really well. You love him.”

      I cringed at the word. A tear formed in my eye. “I do, and I’ve never felt this way before. What if he destroys me?”

      “Or what if he makes you the happiest you’ve ever been in your entire life? Isn’t it worth finding out? Abuela would want that for you. She’d want you to be brave, to take a risk and follow that big, beautiful heart of yours.”

      “To have a beautiful life,” I said with a nod, tears forming in my eyes.

      “Exactly,” Maren said. “Now, c’mon. I’m hungry.”

      “Just a second. I have to send a quick text.”

      With adrenaline coursing through my belly, I sent a text to Dev:

      -I’m ready.
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      I was eating at my beautiful new mahogany desk when I heard the text come through. Quite honestly, I almost ignored it because I was completely engrossed in whether my girl Lizzy Bennet would finally get her head on straight and marry Mr. Darcy. I was seriously pissed at her when she turned down his proposal. I mean, what the hell? She was opinionated and stubborn…and she reminded me of Lyra, so I secretly loved her despite the fact that she frustrated the crap out of me. And I seriously couldn’t put the book down.

      I’d already read Sense & Sensibility. I started it Sunday morning and finished it that same day. I had to hand it to Buzzfeed, they nailed it with their quiz. Marianne was definitely like me—impulsive, free-spirited, and she wore her heart on her sleeve. Although I would never have fallen for Willoughby’s shit. I mean, seriously, what a dick! Knocking a girl up, then fleeing to London to marry a sugar mama? The dude was fucked up. And I was learning that Jane Austen was much more scandalous than I’d assumed. I kinda liked her.

      When I hit a good stopping point in Pride & Prejudice, I reluctantly put the book down and looked at my phone. And with two little words, my life was made.

      -I’m ready.

      Jumping out of my chair, I threw my fist in the air. “Yes!” I yelled, kicking my chair across the room. It slammed into the wall, but I didn’t care. I was freaking ecstatic. “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      “Hey, you okay?” Julian, the engineer in the office next to mine, popped his head in my office.

      “Yeah, sorry, man. Just, uh, got some really good news,” I said, beaming as I ran my hand through my hair. I didn’t even care if I was disheveled for my one o’clock meeting. My co-workers would have to deal with the fact I was the happiest man alive.

      Julian smiled and left as quickly as he came. Throwing my arms into the air one last time, I grabbed my phone and texted Maren.

      -I need your help. Grand gesture. You, me, let’s do this. SHE’S READY and I can’t do it without you.

      -Wait! She is?!?! Holy crap!! Why didn’t she tell me??

      -Um…because she told ME.

      - Um…no, I mean I’m WITH her right now, like sitting across from her at lunch.

      -MARE! This is important.

      -Okay, fine! Want to meet for dinner tonight?

      -Yes!

      -LOL Okay, let’s meet at Bennet’s.

      -Why there? You’re not exactly a fan.

      -Neither is Lyra…

      -Got it! 7:00?

      -See you then!

      

      With anticipation stirring in my belly and ideas flying through my brain like the winged monkeys of Oz, I grabbed my book and dove back in.

      “C’mon, Lizzy. Get your man!”

      Hours later, Maren and I had concocted the best plan ever. Maren didn’t understand most of it, but she was going to help get Lyra out of her apartment. We figured their Thursday night yoga class would be the perfect way. And that would give me a full day to plan everything else, get my ducks in a row, and make sure I had everything just perfect.

      Lyra deserved nothing less than perfect.

      “You should probably start calling florists now.”

      “What do you mean? It’s spring; they should have tons of these.”

      Maren gritted her teeth. “I’m just saying. I would get a jump on it.”

      I looked at my watch. “Hopefully there’s still time.”

      “I’m gonna head home,” Maren said, draining the last of her wine.

      “Can’t thank you enough, Mare.”

      “You’re welcome, but when you really think about it, aside from getting her to yoga and giving you her spare key, you came up with everything else.”

      For a second, I was puzzled. “I did? It really felt like a group effort.”

      “Nope, this was all you. I love that deep down you’re a romantic softy.” She rose to her feet and kissed me on the forehead. “Don’t ever change.”

      “Aww,” I said, taking her hand and planting a kiss on her knuckles. “You’re too sweet. Thanks for meeting me, especially on such short notice.”

      “I’d do anything for Lyra…and for you,” she said with a wink. “Get some sleep tonight.”

      “Will do.”

      As soon as she walked away, I grabbed my phone and called every florist within a three-mile radius of Lyra’s apartment. It was time to set my plan in motion.
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      I was a little bummed that I hadn’t heard from Dev since telling him I was ready. I knew he was crazy about me, and knowing him, he was planning something cool for the weekend, but it still would have been nice to resume our flirty texting, to capture a little bit of who we were before everything fell apart.

      Luckily Maren helped distract me with our Thursday night yoga class. And it was a good one. Our instructor, Luna, pushed us hard on our poses, and I left the class feeling incredible. Not only did my muscles feel that familiar relaxed stretch that they always had after a class, but the silence offered me clarity about Dev. Things were going to be just fine. We were going to be just fine.

      When I opened the door to my apartment, I gasped. The kitchen was aglow with candles, and I could hear music playing. I paused for a moment, trying to recognize the song. And then I heard it. “Over the Rainbow,” the same version that plays at the end of You’ve Got Mail, the one by Dev’s favorite singer, Harry Nilsson. Down at my feet, I saw the petals. Golden yellow petals of all different sizes and shapes formed a path that led down the hall. A small sign was handwritten on a tented piece of cardstock.

      Follow the Yellow Brick Road…

      My breath caught in my throat as I followed the path through my kitchen. On the island were more than a dozen takeout containers stacked on top of one another like styrofoam sandcastles.

      I noticed there was writing on the top boxes of each of the seven stacks. At first, I’d assumed he’d written “TRUCE” on all of them like I had with the pancakes, but each box looked different. And so I read them, realizing they formed a phrase I was all too familiar with.

      How

      Ardently

      I

      Admire

      And

      Love

      You

      “Oh my God,” I said, staring at the words, Jane Austen’s words. Mr. Darcy’s words. And now it appeared they were Dev’s words as well.

      I opened one of the containers and laughed, looking down at an order of samosas. I opened another and then another. All samosas. The savory scent tickled my nostrils and I breathed it in, my stomach growling loudly. Obeying my hunger, I popped one into my mouth as I heard the music change to “Put You in a Song.” He was playing me his “Lyra” playlist. With a smile of recognition, I followed the yellow petals into the living room. When I saw what waited for me there, I covered my mouth with my hand, my eyes welling with tears.

      The coffee table was set up just like it had been on New Year’s Eve. Three candles at the corner, all cranberry-and-pine scented. The unicorn card game was set up, cards already in the discard pile as if we’d been playing the game. A bottle of Tito’s and cans of seltzer made me giggle as I stared down at the setup. It was then that I heard him. He cleared his throat, and I turned toward the hallway. Dev stood with four bouquets of hot-pink dahlias.

      “Hi,” he said, a warm smile on his face. “Sorry for breaking into your place. I had help, though.”

      “Maren?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Maren.”

      “I can’t believe you did this.” I said, tears streaming down my face as I looked around my glowing apartment.

      He handed me the flowers and placed a kiss on my cheek, wiping a tear from my face with his hand. “Thank you for being ready.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, my voice cracking, looking at the coffee table. “It looks just like that night.”

      “My whole world changed sitting at a coffee table in the middle of a power outage. And that power outage was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Me too,” I said, holding back tears that threatened to pour from my eyes. My heart was so full as I looked around the apartment.

      “I’d like to propose a permanent truce.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s a tall order.”

      “I think once I win you over, I’ll get you to agree.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’ve read Jane Austen’s books.”

      “You what?” I said, stunned, staring at him with wide eyes. I figured he’d just googled the quote on the takeout boxes. I never dreamed he’d invest hours into reading my favorite novels. I was taken aback in the very best way.

      “Yep. Every last word. I finished the last one this morning. I see why you love them so much.”

      “I…I can’t believe you read them.”

      “Cover to cover, babe.”

      “So, I’ve gotta know… Which one’s your favorite?”

      “Pride & Prejudice, hands down. But Sense & Sensibility really pulled at my heartstrings, I’m not gonna lie. Fucking Willoughby. Such a douche.”

      A loud cackle escaped my list. “Yeah, Marianne dodged a bullet on that one.”

      “So, what do you think about Elizabeth Bennet?” I asked, raising an eyebrow, knowing that Maren had compared me to her more times than I could count.

      Dev stepped forward, placing one hand on the side of my face. “She’s my favorite. My absolute favorite.”

      “Darcy’s pretty swoon-worthy too,” I said, again laughing at all the times Maren called Dev my Mr. Darcy and how quickly I’d dismissed her every time. Now I stood in front of my Darcy, completely under his spell. It was all so surreal. “I can’t believe you read them.”

      “And I’ll do it again. I’ll start a book club if you want, all Jane all the time. I’ll watch The Wizard of Oz as much as you want, I’ll even stop bitching about Dorothy’s poor choices. I’ll try skiing again, because you really kicked that hill’s ass.”

      “And I’ll take care of you when you break another bone.”

      “Hey, it was a sprain,” he said with one corrective finger raised. “I’ll watch as you dance to Keith Urban in the kitchen. I’ll take another yoga class.”

      “Another?”

      “Yeah,” he said, looking a little sheepish. “I took a class this weekend…the morning I came over with the sopapillas.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you love it.”

      “Wow, Dev, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Wait, I’m not done with my speech.” Those earnest eyes were going to be the end of me. I was turning into a pile of mush at each revelation he made, each proclamation he proudly memorized.

      “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “It’s okay. Where was I?” he asked, his eyes looked off to the side for just a moment. “Oh yes. Trust. I’ll do whatever it takes to earn your trust. I’ll give you full access to my cell phone if you want. You can call back any number that calls me to make sure it’s work.”

      “No,” I shook my head wildly and waved him away, “that’s not necessary. I trust you, I do. I should never have let Trupti or Craig get into my head.”

      “Look, I know I’m a workaholic and that I have a temper sometimes. I know I say stupid shit and make a fool of myself.”

      “Sometimes,” I said with a snicker.

      “I know I’m not perfect, but I also know you’re perfect for me. And I’m gonna fight like hell to make you happy, because I’m in love with you, Lyra. I’m so in love with you I can barely see straight. And if you’ll give me one more chance, I’ll treat you like you deserve to be treated, like the Khaleesi that you are. My Khaleesi.”

      I laughed, studying his face, drinking in his beautiful words. Knowing we would, indeed, have such a beautiful life.

      My heart raced as the words flew out of my mouth. “I love you too. I love you so much it’s scary. I’ve never felt like this before.”

      “Me neither,” he said, shaking his head. “Terrifying, isn’t it?”

      “So terrifying.”

      Dev cupped my face with his hands, pulling me in for a kiss. It was passionate yet gentle, his firm lips pressed to mine as his thumb stroked my cheek. I wrapped my arms around him, pressing my fingers against the firm muscles of his back. He pressed his forehead down to mine, releasing a sigh of relief I know he’d been saving up as he waited for my answer.

      “I hope you’re hungry. I got us enough samosas to feed your entire building.”

      “Starving.”

      “Good,” he took me by the hand. “Let’s eat. And then you’re gonna give me a Unicorns rematch.”

      I stopped walking, scrunching my nose. “Wait. I didn’t agree to that.”

      I was being deliberately difficult. After everything he’d done to win my heart, there was no way I’d deny him a silly rematch. But I wouldn’t let him win. I had to draw the line somewhere.

      “C’mon, I need a chance to get my Unicorn dignity back. You can’t play me like that!”

      “I mean…I can,” I said, placing a playful kiss on his cheek.

      “For real?”

      “I’ll think about it…after about twelve samosas.” I turned to face him, pulling on his collar. “And after I’ve had my way with you.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “You heard me.”

      With a devilish grin, he bent down and hoisted me up by my thighs, throwing me over his shoulder. A surprised yelp left my lungs as I hung from his shoulder, one of his hands pressing against my thighs, the other playfully spanking my ass.

      “Wait! What about the rematch?”

      “It can wait!” he said, marching us down the hall toward my bedroom. Yellow flower petals flew around the room as he trampled through them.

      “But what about the samosas?”

      He changed course, walking back down the hall to the kitchen counter. “Grab one of those boxes. I don’t want you passing out on me, Khaleesi. Everything else can wait.”

      And it did.
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        The following New Year’s Eve…

      

      

      

      “Lyra!” I called, my fancy ass planted on the armchair as I waited for my gorgeous girlfriend to finally finish getting ready. “Everyone’s waiting downstairs. You almost done?”

      “Yep,” Lyra called from the bathroom. “Two minutes.”

      “You said that five minutes ago.”

      “You sure? I don’t remember that,” she said, her voice totally guilty but playful.

      My heart was racing for reasons Lyra knew nothing about. I had no poker face, so it was actually a blessing in disguise that she was taking so long to get ready for dinner and dancing at the New Year’s Eve party downstairs.

      We were staying in the same suite at the same resort as the previous year. Only this time, we had it all to ourselves. Lyra gave me a hard time about wasting all the other bedrooms, but I didn’t mind shelling out the cash. It was going to be a trip we would never forget, and I was sparing no expense. None at all.

      My planning had begun when Lyra spent Thanksgiving with my family and my mother officially fell in love with her. They’d met many times before, but this time my mom invited Lyra to help with the cooking. Lyra jumped at the chance, and the two of them prepared a traditional Modi family Thanksgiving meal. My mother beamed as we all tasted Lyra’s samosas. And Lyra couldn’t stop smiling when my mom wouldn’t shut up about her cooking abilities.

      After dinner, Savita asked Lyra to help her put the finishing touches on the pies she’d baked. So, my mom took me by the hand and led me to her bedroom.

      “I love her,” Mom said, pressing her hands over her heart and looking up at the ceiling.

      “I do too, Mom. You have no idea.”

      “She’s the one, Dev. I feel it in every bone of my body.”

      “I feel it too. So, you know what this means—I’m gonna need that ring after all,” I said, of course referring to my nani’s ring. The one I’d wanted to send back to India. The one my mom insisted stay with her until my heart found love. Real love.

      With a coy grin, my mom walked to her jewelry box. “I held on to it, just like I promised.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said, as she placed the ring in the palm of my hand.

      She pulled me into her arms. “Oh, pyaare bete, I’m so happy for you.”

      “Me too, Mom. Me too.”

      My planning continued when we flew to Los Angeles for Christmas with Lyra’s parents and extended family. While Lyra and her mother were busy preparing dinner in the kitchen with her aunt and cousins, I asked Mr. Castillo if he’d be willing to take a walk with me.

      “I already know what you’re going to ask me,” he said, not moving from his armchair, looking past me at the Rudolph special on TV.

      “You do?”

      “Yep.” His voice was gruff, and I suddenly worried he might turn me down. My head spun with scenarios as I attempted to get my composure.

      “Sir, I just want to tell you how much I love your daughter.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t seem very happy about this. Have I done something to upset you? Do you not approve?”

      “No, not at all,” he said, his expression softening. “I see the way you take care of her. You’re a good guy, Dev. It’s just…no father wants to lose his little girl, that’s all. If I listen to your question, then it all becomes real. I’m not ready for that. So I’m just going to sit here and listen to that silly elf sing about wanting to be a dentist.”

      “I understand,” I said, holding back my laughter as I glanced at the TV.

      “Not yet, you don’t,” he said, his voice gruff again. Taken aback, I opened my mouth to speak, but he held up one hand. “But I suspect you will…someday. When the two of you have kids of your own.” He looked into the kitchen, smiling as he watched Lyra kneading dough, her arms covered in flour.

      “Does that mean I have your blessing, sir?”

      “Yes,” he said with a decisive nod. “Take care of my baby girl.”

      “I will, sir. I promise I will.”

      And my planning was coming to fruition as I felt the ring box inside the pocket of my pants. My nerves were shot. Even though I was confident she’d say yes to my proposal, my desire for everything to go as planned was taking my brain and heart hostage. I wanted to give her a night she would never forget.

      Lyra emerged from the room, looking like sex on a freaking stick. Her black gown had a slit up the side, revealing her tan and toned legs.

      Thank you, yoga.

      With cherry red lips, she smiled and said, “I’m ready.” And my heart thumped within my chest. I’d never get tired of those two words. Not ever.

      Three hours later, we’d filled our bellies with food and drink. I’d needed a few shots of Tito’s to take the edge off, but knowing the countdown would begin in less than an hour, I was ready to get Lyra on the dance floor. Maren, knowing my plan, gave me a wink as I extended my hand to Lyra. “Let’s dance, Khaleesi.”

      Lyra hopped to her feet, and I led her to the dance floor as Maren walked to the DJ booth. We danced and laughed as the song finished. When I heard the familiar sound of Harry Nilsson starting his rendition of “Over the Rainbow,” I swallowed hard.

      Lyra smiled, not realizing the song was for her. “Aww, I love this song. And you do, too, which is kind of a miracle, right?”

      I smiled, reaching into my pocket to grab the ring box. My hand trembled as my fingertips gripped the leather.

      “You know, it’s kinda crazy,” I said, looking around the room. “If this party had taken place a year ago, who knows what would’ve happened? We might not be standing here right now.”

      “True.”

      “At the time, we both thought it was the worst New Year’s ever.”

      “We did.”

      “Little did we know.” I smiled, pressing my forehead to hers.

      “Little did we know,” she echoed.

      “I want to make this one the best Near Year’s ever, Khaleesi.”

      Lyra looked confused. “It already is, Dev.”

      “Not quite,” I said, shaking my head. “But it will be soon.”

      “You’re being weird.” She looked concerned. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m better than okay.”

      In the middle of that dance floor, I took the deepest breath of my life and knelt down before the woman I loved. She gasped and held her hand to her mouth. “Oh my God, what are you doing?”

      “Lyra Castillo, I never dreamed I’d be lucky enough to call you mine. But you are.”

      “Yes, I am. I am, I am, I am.” Tears spilled from her eyes. She pressed her lips together, her eyebrows raised and her eyes and cheeks wet with tears.

      “I want to ring in this new year with you as my fiancée. And I want to ring in every year with you by my side; as my fiancée, my wife, and one day as the mother of my children. I want to start every year and finish every year with you. Every last one.”

      “I want that too,” she said. “I want all of it.”

      “Will you marry me, Lyra?”

      “Oh my God, yes!” She pulled me from my knees and jumped into my arms. I spun her around the dance floor as Harry finished our song.

      I took her hand in mine and held the ring up in front of her. “This was my nani’s ring, and it would make me so happy if you wore it. But if you don’t love it and I mean really, really love it, I’ll get you any ring you want. Any ring at all. Just say the word.”

      “I’d be honored to wear your nani’s ring, Dev. Please put it on.”

      I slid the ring on her finger, my heart bubbling over with happiness. It fit her finger perfectly. The finger it was always meant to fit. The finger of Lyra Castillo: hottest woman alive, smartest woman I’d ever known, and the love of my freaking life.
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