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Ashish

It was like Cupid had thrown up all over everything. Like the dude had a big night out, spun around on a carousel a few times, and then just… let loose. Ashish stood back and considered the giant tree in the center of the plaza covered with pink and red glittery paper and enormous papier-mâché hearts.

“It feels like a crime against nature.” He stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets. “Right?”

Dimple snorted from beside him, pushing her glasses up on her nose. “And against humanity. Why am I being subjected to this? Why should big corporations be able to say—nay, dictate—when I’m supposed to be feeling amorous?”

Rishi kissed her cheek. “That’s right. Because you can’t help but feel amorous all the time when you’re engaged to the big R-man.”

Dimple turned and gave him a withering look. “Never say that again.”

Ashish laughed as a cool breeze rustled all the gaudy decorations on the tree. “So have the Shah-Patel parents moved in together yet? To plan the big day? They’re on the phone enough that I told Ma to just do it already.”

Suddenly, Dimple looked like a thundercloud. Rishi made a pleading face at Ashish, but it was too late. “It’s ridiculous. I told my mother that although, yes, technically I did propose to Rishi last summer, she’s not to assume this means my brain cells have evacuated my skull. I told both my parents this is a long-term engagement, that I wouldn’t even be willing to talk about actual wedding plans until I’m finished with graduate school—my master’s and my doctorate. But does my mother listen? Oh no. What does she do instead?” Ashish was pretty sure he wasn’t meant to answer any of these questions, so he just listened patiently, as Rishi was doing. “She runs out and buys a subscription to, like, ten different desi wedding magazines and websites. Multiple subscriptions for a wedding that’s years, if not a full decade, away! What is she thinking?”

Apparently she did expect him to answer this one, because there was a long silence, and she was glaring up at him like it was all his fault. “Um…” Ashish tried to rack his brain for something appeasing to say. “Your, uh, I like your top thing. It matches your eyes.”

Rishi put his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes. Dimple looked over her shoulder, darting him a suspicious glance, and he dropped his hand, smiling. “It’s just your mom’s way,” he said in a soothing manner that sounded practiced. “It gives her happiness. So let her do it. You and I know we’re not getting married anytime soon, and that’s all that matters.”

And just like that, the thundercloud had passed. Wow. Rishi was, like, the Dimple Whisperer. She snuggled against his chest and smiled contentedly. Crisis averted. “Oh, there she is,” Dimple said, looking past Ashish. “Sweetie.”

His heart lifted at her words, like a legit helium balloon in his chest. Ashish turned—and there she was, striding across the plaza toward him, a soft smile on her face.

Sweetie Nair.

Was there anything more perfect in this world than that dimple in her cheek? The spiraling curls of her ponytail? The curves of her body, each one made to mold to the planes of his? The way she walked, so sure and graceful, so athletic and perfect? Oh, right. He’d already said perfect. So what? She was.

“Perfect,” he said, gathering her into his arms the moment she was close enough. Her skin was cool in the winter sun, and she smelled like shampoo and spun sugar. She’d probably been baking with her mom.

She kissed him and then smiled up at him, her brown eyes shining like this was the happiest she’d been all day. Man, what an honor. “Hey, you,” she said softly. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

“Happy day of love.” Ashish rubbed his nose against hers. “But just don’t say that to Dimple; she’ll eat your face right off,” he added in a whisper.

Sweetie rolled her eyes at him and stepped aside to see Rishi and Dimple. “Hey, guys.” She walked over to where they were now sitting under the poor, undignified, festooned tree. “How’s it going?”

“You don’t buy into the whole Hallmark-created notion of love, do you, Sweetie?” Dimple asked severely, and Sweetie glanced over at Ashish.

“I told you so,” he mouthed, out of sight of Dimple.

“Um,” Sweetie said, shrugging. “Most of it seems silly, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with taking an extra day to be with the one you love.”

“Exactly!” Rishi said, beaming. “That’s what I was trying to say earlier.”

Dimple raised an eyebrow. “That’s what you were trying to say when you gave me a card that said The universe is infinite, as is my love for you; happy Valentine’s Day?”

“You said you liked it!” Rishi said, looking outraged.

Softening, Dimple leaned over and kissed the corner of his mouth. “I did. I do. And I love your love of all things sappy.”

Mollified, Rishi took her hand. “That’s why we make such a great team.”

“Speaking of teams.” Sweetie walked forward to check out a chalk signboard, the hem of her pink sweater-tunic fluttering in the light breeze. “Look at this!”

Ashish went to stand by her and read the sign she was talking about. “An escape room. That sounds like the perfect thing to do on our couples’ date! Especially since we hadn’t figured anything out yet. Nice work.” He kissed Sweetie’s temple, and she flushed a pretty pink.

“Great, let’s do it!” Rishi hopped up and held out a hand for Dimple, who took it and stood too.

“As long as the room’s not called Love’s Lament or something,” she grumbled. “People lose their minds on Valentine’s Day.”

“Look.” Ashish pointed to the flyer. “Not a single heart on there. I think you’re safe.”

“Excuse me!” a girl said, and before anyone could react, a giant poster board was crashing into Ashish and then pushing past him.

“Hey, ow!” he called. “Watch it!” And then he read the poster board.

GOVERNMENT-FUNDED BACK SURGERY FOR THOSE WHO’VE EXPERIENCED ALIEN ABDUCTIONS! it said. LET’S DO THE RIGHT THING, AMERICA!

Ashish narrowed his eyes as the poster board kept plowing through their group. “Pinky? Pinky Kumar!”

The poster board slowed and then lowered, Pinky’s brown face appearing above it, looking surprised. “Oh, hey, Ash. Sweetie. Didn’t see you guys there!”

“How could you when you were using the poster board as a weapon to clear your path?” Ashish deadpanned, just as Sweetie leaned forward and hugged Pinky, who looked a little shocked at such a public display of friendliness.

Pinky set the board down on the ground and propped an elbow on top of it. “Oh, hey, Rishi. Dimple.” She’d met them a few times before and knew them in passing. “What are you guys all up to today? You’re not on a couples’ date, are you?” She sneered as she said the phrase “couples’ date.”

“What’s wrong with a couples’ date?” Ashish asked, frowning.

“Well,” Pinky said, drawing a breath, and Ashish knew one of her patented Pinky lectures was coming. “Not everyone is a couple, Ash. Some people are polyamorous. They have multiple partners. Some people are single by choice. Some people don’t want to go on heteronormative ‘dates’ that corporations decide we need to go on so they can make even more money.”

“Oh my gosh, finally, a voice of reason.” Dimple stepped up so she was beside Pinky and then read her poster board. “What’s this? Are you going to a protest or something?”

“We just finished one up,” Pinky explained. “I was about to go home.”

“Oh.” Dimple’s sharp brown eyes seemed to be assessing the situation. “Or you could come with us to the escape room if you want. Break up the numbers a bit so we’re definitely not on a couples’ date?”

“That sounds like fun, actually.” Pinky flipped a piece of green hair out of her eyes, and it joined the other multicolored strands on top of her head. “I’m pretty good at escape rooms.” She paused. “Wait. It’s not going to have some cringey theme like Sleuthing Sweethearts, is it?”

Dimple snorted. “I don’t think so. But I really like how your mind works.”

They began to walk toward the escape room, which was located up some stairs over by a Starbucks.

“Um, you want to get rid of that?” Rishi pointed to Pinky’s gigantic poster board, which she was still lugging but couldn’t see over. She was using the group to guide her past potential life-threatening barriers.

“They don’t have a recycling bin big enough here. I’ll just walk it to the recycling plant later.”

Dimple beamed at her. They were obviously going to be lifelong friends after this.

“Ash?”

They turned toward the male voice to see a tall, Gap commercial–looking dude in a tan sweater and dark jeans. He was holding a to-go cup of coffee. Ah. The childhood nemesis.

“Samir.” Ashish raised a hand. “What’s up?”

“Just getting some java.” Sam held up his coffee. Then, taking in Pinky’s board, he said, “Whoa. You guys getting ready to stage a protest?”

“No, I just got done,” Pinky explained again. In the next moment, her gimlet gaze zeroed in on Samir’s coffee cup, and she gasped. “You don’t bring your own reusable travel mug?”

Samir slowly looked down at his cup. “No?”

Pinky shook her head at him, as if she were gathering steam, but before she could say anything else, Ashish jumped in to divert the conversational flow. “Hey, uh, we’re all headed to do an escape room. Wanna go?”

Sam smiled around at everyone. “Oh, sure. If you guys don’t mind. I didn’t really have any plans today.”

“And once again, we’re in pairs,” Pinky muttered, and Ashish and Sweetie exchanged amused smiles.



They turned into the escape room facility, Samir going first and Ashish being the caboose. Ashish wasn’t even in the building before he heard a chorus of groans and gripes, which mainly seemed to be coming from three members of the group.

“Are you kidding me.” Dimple.

“Nauseating. Lots of nausea.” Pinky.

“This is definitely… not… what I thought it was going to be.” Samir.

And then Ashish crossed the threshold himself and stopped short. “Oh. I… Wow.”

Sweetie giggled, and he wanted to dip her and kiss her, but he didn’t think the rest of them would appreciate the display. Especially considering they were apparently on the verge of throwing up.

The escape room facility had definitely gone whole hog into the Valentine’s Day, love-makes-the-world-go-round thing. In fact, there was a giant poster of the world on the wall, in which every continent was shaped like a heart. There were treasure chests scattered around, and giant gold necklaces with blue heart-shaped pendants spilling out. There was even a huge fake ship set up in the center of the warehouselike space.

“What is this? Pirates of the Caribbean in love?” Ashish asked, thoroughly confused.

“I’m not sure,” Rishi replied as they waited in line to talk to the employee behind the desk. “But I’m thinking they had stuff left over from Halloween that they wanted to reuse.” He pointed to a pirate flag on the ship; someone had given the skull heart eyes.

“I think it’s cute!” Sweetie looked around, beaming. “In a kitschy kind of way.”

“Of course you do,” Pinky muttered, and Ashish glared at her. “What? You have to admit, this is pretty vomitus-inducing.”

“Give it a chance, will ya?” Sam said from beside her. Apparently he didn’t get the concept of a line.

Pinky rolled her eyes and dragged her poster board forward as the line moved. “Oh, big surprise. Mr. Ralph Lauren here kowtows to the corporation.”

“I’m not kowtowing,” Samir replied heatedly. “I never kowtow.”

Pinky studied him blankly. “You don’t know what ‘kowtow’ means, do you?”

“I scored higher on my SAT Reading and Writing than you did,” Samir shot back.

“Weird flex, dude.” Pinky shook her head, while Samir rubbed the back of his neck, embarrassed.

It wasn’t strictly totally nice, but Ashish derived great amusement from how wrong-footed Samir always seemed to be around Pinky. It took his Sam-perfection down a notch or two, brought him down to a more human level.

“Miss? Miss?”

Ashish poked Pinky’s shoulder, and she turned to the dead-eyed employee who’d been trying to get her attention for a while.

“I’ll see you and your boyfriend now,” the employee said, gesturing to her and Samir.

Pinky sputtered for a good five seconds before saying, “This is not my boyfriend! We’re all here as part of a group!”

“Yes!” Sam put in, turning an entertaining fuchsia. “This is a group outing, not a group date!”

Ashish grinned at them and stepped forward to help out the beleaguered employee who literally did not give a crap about who was dating whom. “You guys get really riled up for two people who aren’t dating,” he said, just to needle them.

“I’ll show you riled up.” Pinky raised the poster board to jab Ashish in the ribs before Samir stopped her.

“Not bad.” Dimple looked impressed. “Using what you have on hand as a weapon. I never would’ve thought of that.”

“Don’t give her ideas.” Rishi groaned. “She’s already terrifying enough with this Krav Maga class she’s been taking recently.”

“So we’re all in a group, like they said,” Ashish told the bleary-eyed, barely-alive employee, whose name badge said, very incongruously, HI! MY NAME IS TOBY! “It’s six of us, total.”

“You guys can have a room to yourselves,” TOBY! said in a monotone. “Six also qualifies for our group discount.”

“Great.” Ashish pulled out his credit card. “So, what’s the theme of the room?” he asked when Toby did not provide any more information, likely because he had fallen asleep with his eyes open.

“Sail the Sweetheart Seas,” Toby replied, like he was reading out the numbers of pi.

There was a chorus of groaning behind him, and Ashish smiled soothingly at Toby. “Don’t worry about them. They’re all very excited. This is just how they show it.”

Toby’s eyes wandered to Pinky’s gigantic poster board. “She can’t bring any signage into the room.”

“I’m going to leave it out in the hall,” Pinky explained. “I’ll take it home with me so I can walk it to the recycling center later.”

Not even a flicker of expression on Toby’s face. “Please go to the end of the hall and make a right. Walk until you see the yellow door. A guide will be waiting for you there with further instructions.” He handed Ashish the receipt.

“Thank—”

“Next!” Toby yelled, as if Ashish had ceased to exist.

“Yep.” Ash tucked the receipt into his pocket, took Sweetie’s soft hand, and led the way to the yellow door.



The guide, a short blond girl in braids, was waiting for them, just as Toby had said. Ashish could see her ecstatic smile from all the way at the other end of the hall.

“Hi!” she called when they were still roughly twenty feet away. Her voice rang out like a robust bell. “My name is Amy! Welcome to your escape room experience—Sail the Sweetheart Seas!”

“Is she going to yell the whole time?” Dimple asked as they walked closer.

“She should’ve given some of that energy to poor Toby,” Ash muttered, and Sweetie elbowed him in the ribs. But gently, because she was Sweetie.

“This is one of our most romantic themes,” Amy said in a more normal voice once they were close enough. “All the clues in the room have to do with a lasting love that’s meant to be. Just like all of you!” Amy beamed around at them.

“We’re not a couple!” Pinky and Samir chorused, then paused to look at each other suspiciously for a moment before turning back to Amy, whose sparkling smile had frozen on her face.

Ashish chuckled. “Excuse them,” he said. “They’re in deep denial.”

“But you really shouldn’t assume people are couples just because they’re together.” Dimple gave Amy a severe look. “I mean, like they said, Pinky and Samir aren’t. That’s a total microaggression.”

Pinky shot Dimple a grateful look.

“Oh,” Amy said, looking a little upset. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, um, micro…” She trailed off.

Rishi sighed and put his arm around Dimple.

“It’s fine,” Samir said kindly into the awkward silence. He hated when people—girls, especially—got distraught. It was genetically coded into his DNA or something. “Really.”

“In this instance,” Dimple intoned darkly.

Pinky turned to Ashish. “I’m in denial? Do you want me to hit you with the poster board? Because I will. And I’ll make it hurt. Deny that.” She brandished the giant thing at him, her eyes flashing behind her glasses.

“No violence!” Amy touched the walkie-talkie strapped to her hip, looking alarmed and, Ashish thought, a little like she wanted them all to go away forever. He wondered if she was considering calling for security. He would, if he came across Pinky in the wild. “You’re going to have to leave that out here. Sorry.”

Pinky propped the poster board against the wall. “That’s okay. I’ll pick it up when we’re done.”

Amy’s smile was back in place, more than a touch of relief in it this time. “Great! So, when you go in, just make sure to read the letter in the envelope on the desk to your right. It’ll have instructions and a background story to the room. You have forty-five minutes to find and solve all the clues and escape the room. Please don’t touch anything with a red sticker on it; that means it doesn’t contain a clue. Any questions?”

No one said anything for a moment, and then Samir raised his hand. Ashish was 98 percent sure he was just going to ask a question because he was a Goody Two-shoes who felt like he had to ask a question when someone asked if there were any questions.

Pinky scoffed. “You’re not in elementary school. You can just speak.”

Samir narrowed his eyes at her. “You don’t have to be in elementary school to have manners.”

She squared off with him. “Raising your hand isn’t showing manners; it’s showing you’re a mind-controlled robot who’s wholeheartedly bought into systemic obed—”

“Please,” poor Amy implored, clutching her braids in distress. “Please, just go into the room. It’s really fun.” She looked around at the group, her gaze landing on Sweetie, who probably (and rightly) looked the most sympathetic and sane. “I promise you’ll like it.”

Sweetie patted Amy’s shoulder. “I’m sure we will.” Looking around at the others, she added, “Come on, guys. Let’s get going.”

They all filed in dutifully after her, Ash feeling a silly spark of pride that his girlfriend was so on the ball and put-together.



The small room they entered, which Amy ceremoniously locked behind them, was dim and LED candle–lit, with an old-fashioned writing desk to the right. The pirate ship theme had extended here, too, with a smaller version of the pirate ship from the front of the facility taking up most of the center space in the room. This ship, though, had a cheesy cardboard cutout of a man and a woman in a passionate embrace on the deck. On the far side of the room was another nondescript, and presumably locked, door.

Dimple sighed. “Look at that.” She pointed to the left, where a large treasure chest was nestled on piles of velvet fabric, with cutout felt lips taped all over it. LED candles surrounded it in a heart shape. “This is just so…”

“Vapid,” Pinky finished.

“Yes.” Dimple nodded approvingly. “Exactly. Vapid.”

“Ashish, why don’t you read the letter?” Rishi gestured to the writing desk, which held a white envelope, like Amy had said it would.

“Good idea.” Ash crossed to the desk and picked up the envelope, on which someone had inscribed, in a flowery calligraphy, My Love. The flap of the envelope was sealed with a burgundy-colored wax seal, which he broke to get to the letter inside. The same flowery writing carried over to the letter, and as Ash opened it, the scent of roses wafted out. “Mm. Immersive. Okay, let’s see.… You guys ready?”

Everyone nodded, some with more enthusiasm than others.

Ashish began to read.


“Dear Armand,

“I am distressed by this voyage, as it has taken me so far away from you, my one true love. My tears mingle with the ocean water below me as I stand on the wind-whipped deck day after day, night after night, wondering if you long for me as I do for you. Father wishes to keep us apart, but I know you’ll come for me one day. If you’re reading this letter, it means you’ve almost found me. Our sweet reunion is so close! Can you feel it in the air?

“To get to me, you must search this room for the clues I have so carefully left behind, that you may find your way to me, my love. Please, won’t you hurry? The clock is ticking.

“Yours evermore,

“Guinevere.”



Dimple snorted, and at the same time, she and Rishi both said, “Wow.” Ashish looked up, surprised that they were in agreement on this, but then he saw their expressions—it was clear Dimple thought the letter was a bunch of fake lovey-dovey corporate crap, while Rishi looked like he wanted to sketch a vignette of the two separated lovers, Armand and Guinevere, to immortalize their love forever. Of course he did. Rishi was a classic romantic.

“So that’s our story.” Ashish waved the letter in the air. “We’re all Armand, and we’ve got to get to our beloved Guinevere.”

“How do we want to do this?” Pinky asked, her hands on her hips. “I think we should divide ourselves into two groups: guys versus girls.”

“Why two groups?” Samir frowned.

Pinky turned to him, her chin thrust out, ready for a fight. “You have a better idea?”

“Whoa, kids,” Ash said. “Take it easy.”

“Actually, I do,” Sam retorted, ignoring him. “I think we should divide into three groups, seeing as how the room has clearly been divided into three segments.” He pointed to the pirate ship in the center of the room; the right side of the room, which contained the desk; and the left side of the room, which contained the chest. “I’m betting all three of those have clues we’ll need to solve. If we divide into three groups, each group can work on solving their respective clue.”

Pinky narrowed her eyes, and after a minute, she shrugged. “Yeah, actually, that’s true.” Then, smirking, she added, “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”

Samir opened his mouth to respond, but Sweetie jumped in. “Speaking of clocks,” she said, taking the letter from Ashish and reading it quickly, “did anyone notice that the last line said ‘The clock is ticking’? I feel like that’s a clue.” She gestured to the large antique-looking clock on the wall.

“And that’s on the desk side of the room, so let’s divide up?” Rishi looked around, and everyone nodded. “Okay, I think it just makes sense for Dimple and me to work together, since we each know how the other thinks. And similarly, Ashish, you’ll be with Sweetie.” He turned slowly to Pinky and Samir. “That leaves… you two. Is that okay?”

Ashish tried to suppress a grin as a range of emotions washed over Samir’s face—happiness (which he quickly squelched), uncertainty, and even a little bit of fear. Pinky’s face, on the other hand, was a mask of annoyance.

“Of course it’s okay,” she responded, even though it must’ve killed her to say it. “It’s not like I’m going to break up one of the happy couples.”

“Sweetie and Ash, why don’t you guys take the desk and the clock, since Sweetie was the one who saw that the clock might be a clue?” As an older (bossy) brother, Rishi took on the role of leader pretty easily. “Pinky and Samir, do you guys want to take the chest? And Dimple and I can do the pirate ship.”

Ash bent deeply at the waist and took Sweetie’s hand, planting a kiss on it. “My dearest Guinevere,” he said in a really terrible British accent. “Come! We shall go hither, to unlock the aforementioned clues!”

Sweetie laughed, grabbed his shirt collar when he straightened up, and planted a kiss on his lips, her mouth soft and firm. “I love you.”

Ashish’s heart trip-hammered in his chest. He’d never get used to her saying that to him. Never ever. He gazed into her hazel eyes, getting lost in them for a moment. “I love you too.”

Pinky made gagging noises. He glared at her over Sweetie’s shoulder, and then the couples all melted away to their respective corners of the moodily lit room to decipher their clues. They had exactly thirty-nine minutes left.




Ashish & Sweetie

The clock that hung on the wall above the writing desk was shaped like a big stopwatch. It had a brassy metal coating, and its large face gave the appearance of being tea-stained. The numbers were all Roman numerals, and a large metal second hand ticked as Ash and Sweetie looked up at it.

She turned to him, smiling. “You’re taller, so I think that means you have to get it down.”

He kissed her on the nose. “Gladly, oh tiny one.” He had to stand on his tiptoes to do it, but Ashish was able to unhook the clock off the wall and bring it down to the surface of the desk.

Sweetie flipped it over. On the back was a clear plastic pocket, and in it was a slip of paper. Her eyes shining, Sweetie reached two fingers in and pinched the paper, bringing it back out and unfolding it.


“There are many lovers whose lives and loves span the centuries and who’ve captivated my heart, dear Armand. But fewer people have had a love affair like the two I’m thinking of. When he said, “You’ll be my _________ always because mine is the true _________,” I nearly cried, so great was my longing for you. Do you know who he was and who he was speaking to? If so, you might just unlock the next clue.”



Sweetie gave the slip of paper to Ashish, her brow furrowed in concentration. “That sounds so familiar. That’s from a book, right?”

Ash read the clue and set the paper down on the desk, next to the clock that was still ticking steadily away. “It does sound familiar, but no… it’s not a book.” He didn’t read nearly as many romance novels as Sweetie. Or novels, period. “It’s—oh my God. I have it.”

Sweetie looked up at him. “What? Where’s it from?”

Ashish beamed at her. “Do you remember our favorite pastime over winter break?”

Sweetie cocked her head, confused. “Our favorite…” Then understanding rushed onto her face. “You mean…?”

Ash nodded, grinning. “Watching Downton Abbey. You said I couldn’t possibly be serious about you unless I understood your deep and abiding love of the Abbey. I’ll be honest. I considered ripping my eyeballs out just so I’d have an excuse to not watch it, but once we began, I got totally sucked in.”

Sweetie laughed, her eyes crinkling in mirth. “Yeah, you did. I remember wanting to stop and do something else once, and you were like, ‘But what about poor Edith? We can’t just leave her hanging!’ ”

Ashish pretended to look outraged. “Hey, she was a very complex character who got the short end of the stick a lot!”

Sweetie held up her hands. “Sorry, sorry.” Then, glancing back down at the piece of paper, she said, “So… are you saying this quote is from Downton Abbey? But—oh my God! Matthew says that to Mary, doesn’t he?”

Ashish nodded. “Yep. ‘You’ll be my Mary always because mine is the true Mary.’ ” He dabbed his eye with a finger. “Only Matthew truly understood the essence of Mary.”

“What about Henry, though?” Sweetie said, and then she shook her head. “No, we need to stay on task.”

“Right. So, the note says ‘You might just unlock the next clue.…’ So are we looking for a lock? Maybe ‘Mary’ is the password?”

“Or ‘Matthew,’ ” Sweetie agreed as they both began poking around the writing desk. She looked over her shoulder. “Hey,” she said conspiratorially, and Ash leaned in closer. “Do you think Pinky and Sam are okay? Don’t be obvious when you look.”

Ashish itched the back of his neck casually, then stole a glance over his shoulder. Pinky was saying something intensely. (Well, Pinky said everything intensely, but this was different—he could tell.) Samir’s gaze was trained on her, his jaw set.

“They’re always bickering.” Widening his eyes, Ash turned back to Sweetie. “Kind of like my Patel grandparents. But if anyone else criticizes either of them, the other one comes at the criticizer, teeth bared and claws out. It’s scary because my grandma is like a feral cat.”

Sweetie giggled. “That’s kind of sweet, actually.”

“If you say so.” Getting back to the task at hand, Ashish opened the two small drawers on top, but they were empty except for a couple of old-fashioned ink pens.

“Ooh, look at this.” Sweetie pushed against a panel on the bottom half of the desk. It appeared to be a flat wooden board, but when she pressed it, Ashish heard a distinctive click. “I can’t get it to move, though.” Sweetie pushed harder, but the board wouldn’t give.

“Let me see.” Ashish knelt down, put both his hands against the board, and tried to slide it out of the way. That did it; the board swiped soundlessly to the right, revealing a small hidden safe with a keypad. Ash frowned. “But they’re all numbers, not letters. How could we put in either ‘Mary’ or ‘Matthew’?”

Sweetie, kneeling beside him, studied the keypad, also frowning. Except her frown was, like, a thousand times cuter. Ash found himself staring at her profile lovingly, only to realize several seconds had passed and he wasn’t contributing in any way.

Clearing his throat, he turned his attention back to the keypad and sighed. “This is, like, some Bletchley Circle–level crap. How am I, a mere mortal, supposed to decipher it?”

Sweetie looked at him, her eyes wide, and snapped her fingers. “I got it!” Standing, she grabbed the piece of paper with the clue, flipped it over, and using one of the old-fashioned ink pens, began scribbling on the back.

Ashish stood and watched over her shoulder, realizing what she was doing. “Genius!”

Sweetie grinned up at him briefly before returning to her task. “Each letter has a numerical value: M is the thirteenth letter in the alphabet, A is the first, and so on.” While she finished writing up Mary’s name, Ashish did Matthew’s on the back of the letter from Guinevere to Armand.

“Let’s try Mary’s first?” Ash asked. “It’s a lot smaller.”

“Yep.”

They knelt before the keypad again, and Sweetie punched in 13-1-18-25. There was a clicking sound, and the safe opened, swinging quietly outward.

“Yay!” Sweetie kissed Ashish on impulse before reaching into the safe, and his heart melted into a puddle and dribbled down into his shoes. It was probably one of his most favorite things in the world, when Sweetie Nair laid impromptu kisses on him, like it was no big thing. He didn’t think he’d tell her just what a big thing it was to him. “Ooh, look.”

He turned his attention back to Sweetie. Daydreaming about her while she was right there was becoming a bad habit. “Hmm?” he asked, still feeling a little moony.

“It’s a little piece of… something.” She held a small cylindrical plastic piece that had been painted to look like antique brass. A nub on one end of it jutted out, as if it was meant to attach to something else.

They looked around on the desk, but there was nothing else it might connect to. “Maybe it’s part of a bigger puzzle,” Ashish said finally. “Hey, what do you think the other couple teams are up to? I bet none of them are as fast or as good as we are.”

Sweetie laughed and swatted him. “Well, let’s not rub their faces in it.”




Dimple & Rishi

“What I don’t understand is, if Guinevere was taken away on a ship by her father, why would he choose to take her away on a pirate ship?” Dimple poked at the mast on the ship in the center of the room. The deck was lit with four large LED pillar candles spaced equidistantly from each other. The dim light was annoying her even more; she knew it was supposed to be for “ambience,” but all it did was make it hard to accomplish the task at hand.

“Maybe he’s a pirate,” Rishi teased, raising an eyebrow as he checked out the sails of said ship. The ship looked flimsy, and they’d both agreed they wouldn’t climb aboard to check for clues, which made things infinitely tougher. “Ever think of that? Huh? Huh, Stanford girl?”

Dimple rolled her eyes. “Okay, but then why is there a cardboard cutout of presumably the two of them on the deck of the ship?” She gestured to the annoyingly cloying cutout of the two lovers. “The whole point was they weren’t together on the ship, right?”

Rishi smiled. She could tell it was his you’re precious to me because you’re so intense and different from me smile. Honestly, she was a little baffled he was still so in love with her after all these years. Dimple kept waiting for her luck to run out; surely she’d had more than her share. More than most people’s shares, in fact.

“I love you.” Rishi came over and kissed the side of her head, just underlining her point.

“Love you too.” Temporarily mollified, Dimple walked around the ship, sticking her fingers into every nook and cranny she could see in the shadows. “I don’t think this is very fair. Ashish and Sweetie got a letter to kick them off on their clue, whereas we’re just looking for a clue with nothing to go on at all.”

“Yeah, but you’re a Stanford girl.” Rishi grinned as he moved the cardboard-cutout couple to look for any clues that might be trapped under them. “We don’t need a handout like them.”

Dimple snorted as she began to pull up on a pile of rope that was coiled in one corner of the ship. “I don’t know why you’re so insistent on giving me a big head.”

“Because you deserve to have a big head. You’re the smartest person I know, and you’re still so humble about it. Like, oh, anyone could go to Stanford and be Jenny Lindt’s protégé!”

“That’s just—” Dimple stopped as she realized the other end of the rope, previously hidden in the thick coil, was tied to something. “Hey.” She met Rishi’s eye over the prow, the flickering shadows masking the lower half of his face. “Check this out.”

He hurried to her as she fished the heavy end of the rope over the side of the ship. It was tied to a small book with a ratty fabric cover. “Wow,” Rishi murmured. “It’s like they knew you’d be the one to find it.”

Dimple chuckled at his ability to see omens and prophecies everywhere. “Sure.”

“Think about it.” He was still staring at the old book in wonder. There was no title or author. “You’re a total bibliophile. I mean, I took you to a book bar on our first date, and giving you that old edition of A Wrinkle in Time was, like, what probably sealed the deal, according to you.”

Dimple smiled fondly at Rishi’s absolute certainty that this—her picking up this book in this escape room in Atherton, California—was totally meant to be. It was one of the things she loved most about him. His belief in the mysteries of the universe and the magic of kismet rounded out her absolute worship of logic and science perfectly. “That’s why I’m marrying you, you know,” she said. “So you can continue to enthrall me with the enchantments I miss on a daily basis.”

Rishi flashed the engagement ring she’d given him. She had one on her finger too; they’d each gotten one because Dimple thought it ridiculous that only women needed to wear an engagement ring to show prospective suitors she was “taken.” “That’s the only reason? Because I remember something about ‘I can’t live without you’ being part of it.”

Laughing a little and shaking her head, Dimple untied the book from the rope and flipped it open. “Hey, that’s weird.”

Rishi’s frown matched her own. “Yeah, it is.”

The book was completely blank. There were no words on any of the pages Dimple riffled through. About a quarter of the way through, though, she found something. On top of one of the blank pages was a handwritten message: Dear Armand, it said. Please give this book a second look.

“Okay…” Dimple kept riffling through the pages, but there was nothing else. She looked up at Rishi, whose eyes were wider than she’d ever seen them, even wider than the time she’d surprised him with a trip to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter. “I don’t get it. I gave it a second look.”

“This is like those spy magazines Ashish used to read when he was little,” Rishi said, almost choking on his own spit in his excitement to get it out. “I bet there’s a message written on there in invisible ink!”

“Hmm.” Dimple opened it back to the page with the handwritten message. “Could be. How do you reveal invisible ink?”

“Put it over a heat source,” Rishi replied immediately. He looked around the dim room. “Which would be fine, except these candles are LED. Damn. Maybe it’s not invisible ink like I thought.”

Keeping a finger in the book so as not to lose her place, Dimple did a slow circuit around the ship’s deck, peering at all four of the candles as she went. “Not so fast. Come look at this one.” She pointed to the candle farthest away from where the coil of rope had been.

Rishi bounded over to her, his face agog. Dimple hid a smile; this was one of the sides of Rishi she loved the most. He was like a little kid inside, all innocent and fresh-eyed in a way she could never hope to be. “Oh my God!” he said, so loudly that the others looked over at him for a minute before going back to their own puzzles. “That one’s different!”

“Mm-hmm. I think it’s incandescent, disguised to look like an LED.” Dimple leaned over the side of the ship to take a closer look. Yep, definitely incandescent. She opened the book and held the page with the handwritten message over the bulb as Rishi watched, breathless. Slowly, slowly, a message began to appear. “Yes!” Dimple said, feeling a swell of exaltation. Yes, she was competitive even when it came to stupid escape rooms.

“ ‘Whatever souls are made of, his and mine are the same,’ ” Rishi read slowly. “ ‘Dear Armand, do you know the author who penned those beautiful words? They make my heart flutter in my chest.’ ”

“That’s simple. Emily Brontë,” Dimple said, straightening.

Rishi grinned at her. “See? You’re a genius!”

“No, it’s not that.” Dimple felt her cheeks heat and looked away, adjusting her glasses just to have something to do with her free hand. “I, um, sort of have a special relationship to that quote.”

Rishi was looking at her with interest now, the clue forgotten. “Really? What kind of special relationship?”

“It’s really vivid in my mind.” Dimple realized she wasn’t able to meet his eye for longer than a second at a time. It was ridiculous; they were engaged. Surely she shouldn’t feel so shy around him still. But Rishi… Rishi made her feel brand-new all the time. “It was right before our ‘non-date.’ We were in that lecture hall at SFSU, and the quote just popped into my mind. I think it was the first time I could, you know, see myself falling for you even if I couldn’t admit it to myself yet.”

Before she knew what was happening, Rishi had taken her into his arms. His lips near her ear, he whispered, “I agree, Dimple Shah. Our souls really are made of the same stuff.”

Dimple laid her head on his firm chest and breathed him in, smiling a little. In these moments—and there were so many of them with Rishi—she really knew everything was going to be okay. Every single one of her anxieties melted away when he held her. Finally, coming to her senses, she pushed him gently away. “Hey. No PDA. We’re in an escape room.”

He smiled, his eyes crinkling. “You’re right. Back to the clue.”

Dimple nibbled her lip. “Yeah, speaking of… was that it? The paper didn’t say anything else?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Rishi replied. “Why?”

“Well, we solved it, but… now what?” She looked around as if the answer might materialize behind them. “What do we do with it, exactly?”

Rishi’s face cleared. “Oh. I hadn’t really thought of that. I’m… not sure.”

They stood there, looking down at the blank book, wondering how to proceed.

Twenty-seven minutes remained.




Pinky & Samir

Pinky and Samir puttered, just poking around their area of the room, not really saying much except to argue about ridiculous things (for example, do otters really hold hands while asleep, or is that a myth?) for about ten minutes while the other teams seemed to race ahead. If Pinky had to guess, Samir was just as annoyed/uncomfortable at having to be on a team with her as she was with him.

Samir rattled the padlock on the treasure chest. “Wow. It’s deceptively heavy. I thought it was going to be one of those cheesy Halloween things.” He frowned at it. “Looks weird, though.”

“So, I guess we begin by trying to unlock it?” Pinky tapped her foot, then put her hair up in a bun using the hair tie on her wrist before undoing it again.

Her level of discomfort at this whole situation was making her sweat. It wasn’t like Samir was a creep or anything. Actually, it was the opposite. He was so chivalrous and gentlemanly, she wanted to vomit. Or run away. Pinky wasn’t sure what to do with a chivalrous boy. Her boyfriends were always rough around the edges, like twenty-year-old cars that backfired and made strange grating noises when you shifted gears. Whereas Samir was more like a reliable, solid, shiny Volvo.

Not that he was her boyfriend. Or that she was even thinking of him as a potential boyfriend. God, could you imagine what a disaster that would be? Ha.

Samir chose that moment to look up at her, oblivious to her internal turmoil. He frowned. “What?”

“Nothing. Why? What do you mean, ‘What?’ ” Pinky heard the defensive lilt in her voice.

“You’re staring at me.”

“No, I’m not. I’m staring… over you.” She looked desperately at the blank wall beyond him. “At the patterns in that wall. Pretty sure I saw a face—a creepy one.”

Samir raised one thick eyebrow. “Okay…” He stood and brushed down his dark jeans. “I don’t see a way to unlock the chest. So maybe we should be looking for clues.”

“Right. Clues.” Pinky studied the setup around the chest. It sat on a small platform, on which were piled several layers of velveteen fabric in various jewel tones. All around the platform were LED candles, flickering moodily and throwing shadows everywhere. Behind the chest, against the wall, was a set of three bookshelves, which contained a few dusty volumes of books, small potted fake plants, more LED candles, and random trinkets of decor like her mom had at home, although these were all nautical-themed. “There’s not a whole lot to go on.” Pinky walked toward the bookshelves and studied a ship in a bottle. Her dad had gone through a phase where he’d made, like, thirty of these in a month, given half of them away to friends and relatives (the other half Pinky’s mom had banished to his study), and then never made one again. “These shelves all have red stickers on them, though. Amy said not to touch anything with a red sticker on it.”

“But maybe that just means the shelves themselves are not to be messed with,” Samir countered, walking over to stand beside her. They were about the same height, but he was broader and put out a lot of heat. The only reason Pinky noticed, of course, was that the room was cold. “Maybe the doodads are all up for grabs.”

Pinky snorted a laugh.

Samir looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “What’s so funny?”

“Doodads? Who says that? Besides maybe middle-aged dads.”

He gestured to the trinkets. “What would you call them? Thingamabobs?”

Pinky snorted another, louder laugh. “Thingamabobs!”

Samir was grinning now, as if her laughter was contagious. “Thingamajiggers? Laronmcsquarons? Poofermcbeebers?”

Pinky was laughing so hard, tears were actually leaking out of her eyes. “Now you’re just making crap up.”

Samir was looking at her, still smiling an enormous smile. “You have a nice laugh.”

Abruptly, they both got serious. Samir’s face was frozen, as if he was having trouble believing the words that had just come out of his mouth.

“What did you say?” Pinky asked. It was an unspoken code between them; they were never nice to each other. And she didn’t like compliments anyway. Especially not from chivalrous, shiny Volvo boys who had no place in her life.

Samir looked at her for a long moment, as if he were weighing something in his mind. And then he shrugged, his broad shoulders moving under his sweater. “I said you have a nice laugh.”

“Why?” Pinky said immediately, her face getting warm. With annoyance, obviously. “Why would you say that?”

Samir smiled a little, as if he was amused at something. “Because it’s true?”

Why wasn’t he getting intimidated? Usually Pinky had no problems intimidating boys who overstepped. She turned back to look at the ship in a bottle. “Well, you shouldn’t. I don’t like compliments.”

Samir made a disbelieving sound in his throat. “Who doesn’t like compliments?”

Pinky jerked her head to look at him, her irritation surging for reasons she couldn’t quite pinpoint. “Me. I just told you.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Whoa. Just asking a question.”

“Or you’re trying to tell me what I do and don’t like. Stop mansplaining my feelings to me.”

He looked genuinely confused. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to—”

“Whatever, Sam. I know you’re a control freak, but keep your unsolicited opinions to yourself.”

His eyes flashed. “Don’t call me a control freak.”

Pinky crossed her arms slowly. “Or what?”

Samir scoffed. “What are you, twelve? Why can’t you have a conversation like a normal person?”

The comment shot out of Pinky’s mouth before she could stop it. “Oh, you’re calling me abnormal? That’s hilarious, considering how messed up—” And then she did stop, feeling her cheeks heat. She hadn’t meant to say that.

A muscle in Samir’s jaw ticked; he was getting annoyed with her now. In spite of her shame, Pinky felt relief wash through her. Good. Annoyance she could deal with. Annoyance was safe; it was easy. “How messed up I am? Is that what you were about to say? Really nice, Pinky.”

She stood there, her mouth working, wanting to apologize, but completely out of words, now that words would be super useful. What could she possibly say, though? I’m sorry, you just really throw me for a loop for some reason, and it makes me defensive and abrasive and horrible? Or I’m sorry I said that; I often suffer from put-your-foot-in-your-mouth-itis around cute, nice boys, and I promise I actually wasn’t even talking about the time Ash and I helped you out with the stuff with your mom? All of that just sounded fake, and she knew he wouldn’t buy it.

Samir gave a curt nod, apparently interpreting her silence as indifference. “Right. You know what? Why don’t I do us both a favor?”

Pinky frowned. “What do you—”

“Hey, guys.” Samir turned to the rest of the group. “Do you mind if I bail?”

There was an outpouring of disagreement and outrage.

“You can’t do that!” Dimple said. “We all started this stupid game, and we all have to finish it together!”

“Are you okay, man?” Ashish added.

“I’m fine. I just—I’ll tell them I have a headache or something so they don’t ding the rest of you, okay? I just don’t really feel like doing this.” Samir didn’t meet her eye, but suddenly everyone else was looking at Pinky.

She felt that defensiveness again; why was this just her fault? He couldn’t get along with her, either. “Whatever.” She cupped her hands around her elbows. “I think we should just let him go.”

Ashish and Sweetie looked at each other but didn’t say anything.

“Great.” His face a neutral mask, Samir walked toward the security camera in the corner of the room, ready to ask them to let him out.

“Wait!” Dimple called before he could say a word. When he looked at her questioningly, she added, “Just… give me a minute.” Then, to Pinky’s surprise, Dimple turned to her. “Hey, can I talk to you really quick?”

Pinky blinked. She and Dimple barely knew each other; why would she want to talk? “Me?”

“Yeah, maybe over behind the ship?” Dimple nodded toward the ridiculous pirate ship in the center of the room.

Shrugging, Pinky walked over. “Sure.”

Dimple met her behind the ship by an LED candle. Her face, in the flickering light, was serious. “Hey, um, look, I know we don’t, like, hang out or anything. But I get the feeling you and I actually have a lot in common.”

Pinky hesitated before saying, “Okay…” She thought they did too, but she didn’t understand what that had to do with anything.

Dimple fiddled with her glasses, as if whatever she wanted to say next was causing her some discomfort. “I’m not supergood with the whole feelings deal, and we’re short on time, so I’ll keep this simple: I know why you’re having such a severe reaction to Samir.”

Pinky looked into Dimple’s sharp, dark eyes, which she suspected rarely missed a thing. “What do you mean?” she said in what she hoped was a baffled voice.

Dimple cocked her head. “I’d bet a million dollars I don’t have that there are certain emotions inside you for that boy, and that said emotions are making you feel some kind of way.” When Pinky opened her mouth to protest, Dimple held up a hand. “I’m not trying to argue with you. But look, I’ve been there.” She darted a glance at Rishi, who was huddled in the other corner of the room, talking to Ashish, Sweetie, and Samir. Smiling, Dimple continued. “For strong women like us, having feelings, especially for guys who are totally, completely different from us, can be really disconcerting. But I’m here to tell you that closing yourself off, putting that concrete wall up, and being mean just to distance yourself from him is not the way to go. It’s just going to make you unhappy because that’s not who you are, it’s going to hurt his feelings, and things are going to get really messy.” She pointed toward the security camera that would get Samir out of the room. “Case in point.”

Knowing Dimple spoke from experience put a different spin on the whole thing. Pinky felt her defenses lowering just a bit. “It’s really hard. I… He just gets under my skin.”

Dimple chuckled. “Yeah. I remember when that was Rishi and me.” She paused. “Samir seems like a good guy, though. Just get through this part with him, and then you don’t have to ever hang out with him again if you don’t want to, right?”

Pinky thought about it. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Treating Samir badly—even accidentally—hadn’t made her feel good about herself. If he left the escape room because of her, Pinky knew her conscience would eat her alive. She glanced at Samir and sighed. “I’ll apologize. This was all basically my fault.”

“Good.” Dimple smiled a little. “Also, can I give you another piece of advice you’re probably going to be irritated with me for giving?”

Pinky raised her eyebrows. “Okay.”

“Don’t close yourself off to guys with whom you think you have nothing in common. Sometimes those make the greatest love stories.” She looked at Rishi again, and this time he caught her eye and winked. Patting Pinky on the shoulder, Dimple began to walk toward him.

Pinky nodded to herself, wiped her slightly damp palms on her jeans, and walked toward Samir. The others moved away a bit, to give them room. “Hey.”

He looked at her, his brown eyes guarded. “Hey.”

Pinky looked down at her feet, gathering her thoughts, and then back up at him. “I’m, ah, really sorry. About what I said earlier, about you being messed up. I actually wasn’t trying to say anything deeper about you or what happened last spring or anything. I don’t know what got into me, but it was uncalled for, and I’m… I’m sorry. Please stay and finish the escape room. I’d like it if we could keep working together.” She held out a hand. Although Rishi, Dimple, Ashish, and Sweetie weren’t pointedly looking at them, she could feel the intermittent weight of their gazes land on her and Samir anyway.

After a pause, Samir took her hand briefly. Her heart leaped and thudded and pounded at the physical contact, but Pinky forced herself not to pull away before he did. “Okay,” he said, finally, without smiling. “I don’t want to disrupt the group anyway. And thanks for the apology.”

Pinky nodded. “Sure.” They turned to face the others, and Pinky shrugged. “Okay, guys. We’re gonna get back to solving the puzzle.”

Ashish clapped. “Good. We have fourteen minutes left.” And the others melted away to their own areas.

A little awkwardly, Samir and Pinky went back to looking at the stuff on the shelves. There was a pot shaped like one of those old-timey creepy gray statues without eyeballs, one of a sailor or the captain of a ship. There was fake grass growing out of the top of the captain’s head like hair. But something about the grass looked weird, as if it had just been placed lightly on top. Pinky reached out to grab the pot at the same time as Samir; his big hand closed around hers.

She jerked her hand back as if he’d pinched her, and he gave her a weird look. God, she seriously needed to calm down before he decided to leave again. “You look at it,” she said, her mouth like dry sand.

He gave her a long look but didn’t say anything. Then he reached for the pot again and pulled on the fake grass “hair.” It came off easily. He looked at her, his eyes bright. “Hey, there’s something in here.” Setting the pot back on a shelf, Samir reached in with two fingers and pulled out a long strip of paper, on which was a handwritten clue. He handed it to her, polite as always. “Would you like to read it?”

Pinky took it without looking at him. “Um, yeah. Sure.” She cleared her throat. “ ‘Armand, there are few oceanic voyages as romantic as the one these two take. Though one of them is a ghost while the other remains mortal, thus keeping them apart forever, I know yours and mine won’t suffer the same fate. We shall use our door to the future more wisely. Love forever, Guinevere.’ ”

“That’s interesting,” Sweetie said.

Pinky and Samir turned to see that she, Ashish, Dimple, and Rishi had all migrated over to their area of the room once again. “Are you guys done?” Pinky asked, glancing at the clock.

“Yeah,” Dimple said, a little apologetically. “We’ve been done. So we thought we’d come over to see if you guys could use any help.”

“Yep, we’ve been done too! So I guess you guys are the losers.” Ashish laughed uproariously.

Pinky glared at Ashish until his laughter petered out. He wasn’t the best at reading the room. “We just found a clue. Now, if you’ll please shut up, we can solve it.”

“Well, we solved our clue, but we don’t know what to do with the answer.” Dimple frowned and adjusted her glasses.

“Oceanic voyages,” Samir muttered, turning back to his and Pinky’s clue. “One ghost, one mortal…”

“Door to the future.” Pinky caught Samir’s eye as she said the words.

“No idea,” Rishi said to them. “None of that means any—”

“Garrett and Tiva!” Samir and Pinky shouted together as the epiphany hit them like a tsunami. “From the webcomic Tear Me Asunder!”

They stopped shouting and stared at each other. Pinky felt her cheeks grow hot. “You know Tear Me Asunder?”

“Yeah.” Samir looked equally shocked. “I was with them from the beginning to the end. You were one of their thirty-three followers?”

“Wow.” Rishi looked impressed. “I’m the king of obscure webcomics, and I don’t even know that one.”

Ashish began laughing again, looking from Pinky to Samir as if he were having the best time. “It’s like one mind, Pin-mir!”

Pinky and Samir both glared at him this time, and he held his hands up in surrender.

Pinky turned her attention to the other things on the shelves, clearing her throat briskly. She didn’t want to think about what it meant that Samir was also a Tear Me Asunder fan. A fan of one of the greatest webcomics of all time, a webcomic that had inspired her love of rebellion and protest, thanks to the main character Tiva. “So what do we do with that?”

“None of these other, ah, things on the shelves seem like they’ll lead to more clues,” Samir said after studying the trinkets for a few moments. “So weird.”

“Ours was like that too,” Dimple said again. “We have the answer—Emily Brontë—but nowhere to put it.”

“And we have this”—Sweetie held up a little plastic piece—“but no idea what to do with it. Ooh. Maybe our clues work together somehow?”

Rishi was nodding. “Yeah, that’s what I was just thinking. Maybe it’s time to put these things together.” He glanced at his watch. “We have ten minutes left in here.”

Samir snapped his fingers. “The padlock.” He rushed over to the padlocked chest, the others following behind him. “I thought there was something weird about it.” He knelt, looking at the lock closely, then up at the group. “There’s no keyhole.”

Pinky knelt beside him and tugged on it. It was firmly locked. “Wait, what’s this?” Her fingers tripped over a minuscule bump on the side of the lock. When she pressed it, the face of the lock sprang open to reveal an electronic touch-screen keypad inside. The keypad had six empty squares waiting to be filled. “So the code can’t be Garrett, Tiva, or Tear Me Asunder,” Pinky mused.

“Try ‘Brontë’!” Dimple looked excited for the first time that day.

Pinky tapped one square, and it asked her if she wanted to input a number or a letter. She chose letter, tapped to B, and went on to the next square. When she’d spelled out “Brontë,” she sat back and waited. The lock sprang open, and everyone cheered.

Samir grinned at her before realizing what he was doing and looking away. Pinky felt a pinch of guilt. She hadn’t meant to ruin his fun with what she’d said earlier. “Let’s see what we have here.” He lifted the lid and reached inside, pulling out a small square velvet box. When he opened it, he frowned. “Huh.”

Samir took whatever was in the box and held it out to Pinky on his palm, as if hoping she could decipher it. But she was just as confused as he was. It looked like a small plastic heart with a hole on the pointy end.

“Oh, I bet I know what that is!” Ashish took the heart from Samir and slipped the plastic piece Sweetie had held up into it. “It’s a key.”

“A key to what?” Dimple asked, and then, as if they’d all realized it at the same time, their gazes swung to the nondescript door at the far side of the room, across from the one they’d entered.

“The ‘door to the future’!” Samir exclaimed.

They all speed walked over to it, aware of the dwindling time.

Rishi quirked his mouth as they studied the door. “There’s no keyhole.”

“This isn’t a regular key.” They looked over at Ashish, who was examining the key with the heart-shaped top. “Look, there are no jagged parts. It’s all smooth. Besides, it’s plastic.”

They all examined the key and then stepped back to look at the door again. He was right; there was no way it was going to work.

Pinky sighed. She was very tired of this escape room. It had done nothing but confuse and frustrate her, and she wasn’t just talking about the clues. Her eyes darted over to Samir and then away, remembering what Dimple had said. Sometimes those make the greatest love stories. Ugh, no way. No way were she and Samir anything at all like Dimple and Rishi. She leaned against the wall next to the door, hoping to wait out the rest of the time, when she felt something click.

Turning slowly, she realized she’d opened a camouflaged panel on the wall. “Um, guys?” She opened the panel door fully. Inside was a hollow rectangular slot with a heart shape on one end. “I think we found where the heart-shaped key goes.”

There was a collective intake of breath, and then, very carefully, Ashish handed the key to Samir, who handed it to Pinky. “You found the panel,” he said, his eyes serious, holding hers. “I think you should be the one to put the key in.”

She took the key. Their fingers brushed lightly, but even though her heart sped up and began to freak out, Pinky forced it to quiet down. She inserted the key into the slot and waited. There was a loud click, and the door in front of them popped open.

“Congratulations!” Amy the guide was on the other side, her smile as wide and beamy as ever. “You’ve managed to escape and have therefore reunited Armand and Guinevere!” She broke into applause, and after a pause, the group joined in—all of them except Pinky and Samir, who were catching each other’s eyes and laughing.




Ashish

Amy led them to an area of the facility that was reserved for winners, according to her. The way she said it, with a flourish, it was pretty obvious to Ashish that she thought they should all feel a thrill of accomplishment at her words. All he really felt was amusement.

Along one wall was a bright-pink heart–filled photo backdrop that said LOVERS REUNITED.

“Okay, what I’d like you all to do is pose in front of that,” Amy said to them, her cell phone at the ready. “It’s for our wall of fame out in the lobby. One couple at a time, please.”

Ashish led Sweetie to the backdrop and dipped her down just as Amy took the picture. Sweetie was laughing so hard, her eyes were completely closed in the picture.

Dimple and Rishi went next, and Rishi, not one to be outdone by his little brother, picked Dimple up while Amy took the picture. Dimple actually looked like she enjoyed it, squealing and laughing in a way that made Ashish’s jaw drop.

Pinky and Samir were next. They trudged to the backdrop like they were being led to the gallows and stood there like wooden pegs, about thirty feet apart.

Amy’s ever-present smile faded. “Um. Could you guys squeeze in a bit? I can’t fit you both in the same picture.”

Ashish snorted but made sure to feign innocence when Pinky gave him a look.

Pinky and Samir moved infinitesimally closer. Amy held up her phone and then lowered it slowly. “Um, could you guys smile? You won!”

Her enthusiasm infected neither Pinky nor Samir. “Can you just take it?” Samir said. “It really doesn’t matter. I’m sure she doesn’t want to be up here with me any longer.”

Pinky looked at him, her expression undecipherable. “You know what, Amy?” she said, still looking at Samir. “Take a picture of this.” And then she wrapped her arms around Samir’s neck and pulled him to her. Before any of them could process what was happening, Pinky planted a giant kiss on his cheek. Samir’s eyes bugged out as if they were on stalks.

And Amy, who apparently had great timing, took the picture right at that moment.



“One for a keepsake!” Amy singsonged, handing each couple a copy of the picture she’d taken of them. She’d hurried to the back to print them all out, and no one had had the heart to tell her not to bother.

Rishi looked at his and Dimple’s picture as they filed out of the facility into the cool early-evening air. “This is actually cute. I’m gonna frame it in my dorm.”

“I think I’ll do the same. Frame it in my room, I mean,” Sweetie said, looking shyly up at Ashish. The plaza was still bustling, and a group of teens walked by, laughing at something. “Unless you want it?”

“No.” He kissed the top of her head as a breeze curled around them. “I’ll just have to come visit you a whole lot if I want to see it.”

Her eyes shone. “Deal.”

Pinky and Samir were in front, with Pinky lugging her ridiculously oversize poster board through the plaza. Samir had taken the photo from Amy since Pinky didn’t have any hands free. Ashish heard Pinky say, over her shoulder, “So you’ll toss that, right?”

“Yep.” Samir looked down at the picture in his hands as they passed a trash can. And then, very casually, he slipped the photo into his pocket.

Ashish grinned. No one else had noticed; Dimple and Rishi were deep in a conversation of their own, and Sweetie was looking up at him. “I knew it,” Ashish said, chuckling.

“Knew what?” Sweetie furrowed her brow.

He gestured with his chin toward Pinky and Samir. “I think there’s more to come on that front.”

Sweetie turned to look at Pinky and Samir, shaking her head a little. “You might be right, Ashish Patel. There’s definitely more to them than meets the eye. I always get a vibe around those two.”

“It was love at first fight.” Ashish laughed. “They just don’t know it yet.”

He put his arm around Sweetie, and they walked together into the fading light.
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        Pinky

        The dead body was an especially nice touch.

        Pinky Kumar grinned at her friend Ashish’s prone figure. “This
            is amazing,” she said, touching Ash’s face. It looked waxy and pale, and his
            lips were the exact right color of death. Well, what death probably looked like,
            anyway. “You said Sweetie did this?”

        “Yeah, she took a stage-makeup class last year,” Ash said,
            cracking open one translucent eyelid. “Does the hair look okay, though? I did that
            myself.”

        “The hair’s poppin’,” Pinky said, lifting up a few
            strands of the purple wig he wore, the thick locks falling past his shoulders.
            “You look like you could start shredding on a guitar any minute.”

        They were in Pinky’s living room, where they’d lit a dozen LED
            candles all over the furniture and floor and drawn the shades for extra ambience. Ashish
            was lying on the couch, his arms crossed on his chest, barely breathing. Of their friend
            group, he was the only one who’d been able to help her out on short notice;
            everyone else had already flitted off to various holiday destinations. Ash himself was
            leaving for Hawaii later today.

        “Okay, do you have what you need now?” Ash
            said, shifting a bit on the couch. “This wig’s pretty itchy.”

        “Almost.” Pinky stepped back and took a couple of pictures
            with her phone. “Let me get a wider angle.…”

        “What charity’s this for, again?” Ash asked, peeking at
            her through the fringe of his wig.

        “Don’t you ever listen when I talk?” Pinky asked,
            huffing a bit.

        Ash laughed. “Seriously? This is, what, like, charity number
            thirty-two you’re helping this week?”

        He had a point. “Fine, fine. It’s for the GoFundMe page of
            that nonprofit Super Metal Death,” Pinky said, taking another picture. “They
            used to be just Metal Death, but they really amped up their community-outreach efforts
            last year.”

        Ash raised a thick eyebrow but kept his eyes closed. “Right, of
            course, Super Metal De—”

        Pinky peeked out the big bay window. “Oh, crap.”

        A white Porsche Cayenne had just pulled up, and a moment later, her mother
            stepped out, eyes hidden by her sunglasses, Hermès pant-suit still perfect after an
            eleven-hour workday. She speed walked to the house, her thin face wearing that same
            harried, pinched expression it always did.

        For just a moment, Pinky felt a surge of panic. Her mom was, at the best
            of times, an extremely formidable adversary. But when she’d had a busy day at work
            and just wanted to unwind with her Sudoku book and was instead confronted by yet another
            one of Pinky’s special projects? Picture that girl from The Exorcist, with
            her head spinning, only instead of green vomit, Pinky’s mom wore pantsuits and
            spewed straight-up acid.

        “What?” Ash said, cracking open one eyelid.
            He itched his scalp, and his fingers moved his wig so it was now half covering his face.
            “What’s wrong?”

        But before Pinky could answer, her mom had opened the front door and was
            clip-clopping her way to the living room. Pinky stood there, frozen in indecision, and
            then it was too late. Her mom’s shadow came first, and then her mom herself
            emerged into the living room, her sunglasses pushed up on the top of her head.

        As she took in the transformation her once-perfect living room had gone
            through, her face went from pinched to blank to confused to—

        “Priyanka! What the hell!” Her mother rushed to the couch,
            frowning. “Is that a doll?”

        Pinky opened her mouth to tell her the truth, but then a tiny pinprick of
            gleeful defiance bloomed in her chest. Why did her mom insist on calling her
            “Priyanka” when she was mad, when she knew perfectly well Pinky despised her
            full name? Also, why was her mom so quick to judge all the time? Why couldn’t she
            approach this situation with a joyful curiosity instead of freaking out? “No,
            it’s not a doll. It’s… a dead body.”

        Her mother stopped short, her face going sallow. “No, it’s
            not,” she said, but there was a thread of uncertainty in her voice as she took in
            the candles and the dark room and thought about all the things she likely did not know
            about her delinquent daughter.

        Pinky stared at her mom without smiling—and then grinned. “You
            totally believed me, didn’t you?”

        Ash sat up, grinning too, and Pinky’s mother shrieked and jumped
            backward.

        “It’s just Ashish, Mom,” Pinky said,
            giving him a fist bump. “Pretty sick beat face, right?”

        “Pretty what?” her mother said, blinking at the big dude on
            her couch. “Ashish? Is that really you?”

        “Hey, Ms. K,” Ash said, waving and pulling off his wig.

        Her mom looked at the wig for a long moment and then back at Ashish.
            “Why are you… corpsing… on my couch?”

        “It’s for Super Metal Death,” Pinky explained.
            “I’m raising money for them. They’re crowdfunding to bring hot meals
            to band members from defunct bands. Did you know that eighty-two percent of formerly
            famous band members now live in homeless shelters?” She took a seat beside Ashish,
            her fishnets digging into her thigh a bit.

        Her mother frowned. “There’s no way that statistic is
            right.”

        Adjusting her position, Pinky swung her black military-style boots onto
            the couch. “Sure it is. People don’t realize how brutal the music industry
            can be.”

        But her mother was glaring at her, no longer listening. “Get your
            shoes off the couch.”

        “What’s the big deal?” Pinky said. “We’re
            going to get them cleaned soon anyway.”

        There was a tense silence, and then her mother smiled a little at Ashish.
            “It was very nice seeing you, Ashish,” she said. “Please tell your
            parents I send my regards.” Turning to her own flesh-and-blood daughter, she added
            in a barely controlled voice, “Can I please speak with you…
            alone?”

        Ash stood, looking nervous under the cadaverous makeup. “Ah, I
            better be going. See ya, P. Have a good summer vacay, Ms. Kumar.”

        “You too, Ashish.” Her mother was doing one of those scary,
                plasticky smiles that made her look like a mannequin. Actually, she’
                d make a pretty good corpse.

        Pinky flipped Ashish the peace sign even though her nerves were jangling
            at the prospect of the argument she knew was coming. “See you when I get back,
            Ash. Have fun in Hawaii. And tell Sweetie I said thanks for lending her makeup skills to
            a great cause.”

        Once the front door had closed behind him, Pinky leaned back against the
            couch, her arms crossed. The clock on the wall ticked. The air hummed.

        Her mom said, in a super-calm voice, “Where’s your
            father?”

        Pinky shrugged. “I guess he’s still at that meeting in Menlo
            Park.”

        “So you invited a boy here when you’re home alone.
            That’s against the rules, as you well know. Four days into summer break and
            you’re already—” Her mom broke off and rubbed a hand over her
            forehead.

        “Already what?” Pinky said, her heart starting to trot. When
            her mom remained silent, she changed tack. “Anyway, it wasn’t a boy.
            It was just Ashish.”

        Pinky’s mother pinched the bridge of her nose for a long moment,
            then walked to the entertainment unit to get the LED candle remote. She turned off all
            the candles and grabbed another remote to open the motorized blinds covering the big
            windows.

        Turning back to Pinky in the suddenly bright room, she said, “Have
            you even started packing for the trip yet?”

        “We’re not leaving till tomorrow afternoon. I’ve got
            plenty of time.”

        Pinky’s mom’s stare turned icy. “No, you’ve
                had plenty of time. Pinky, come on. I just want you to be a bit more
            responsible. Stop spending your time on these ridiculous ventures that don’t mean
            anything—”

        Pinky held her breath for a moment. “They mean
            something to me,” she said finally, quietly, bunching her fists up on her
            fish-net-covered thighs. “Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

        “And I just want you to make better decisions,” her mom said,
            looking down at her from her vantage, making Pinky feel even more like a little kid.
            “Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

        They stared at each other, at one of their many, many impasses. Finally,
            her mother exhaled, broke eye contact, and unbuttoned her suit jacket. Taking it off,
            she hung it carefully over one arm.

        “One day, Pinky.” She shook her head, beginning to turn away.
            “One day you’ll understand that I’m not your enemy. And one day
            you’ll see why it hurts my heart when you insist on making these weak
            choices.”

        Pinky threw her hands up in the air, her ankh pendant swinging with the
            force of her movement. “I didn’t make a weak choice! I’m helping
            charity! Name one weak choice I’ve made lately!”

        “Aside from this one? All right,” her mother said, turning
            slowly to face her again. “Preston.”

        Pinky felt her face close off. Crap. She’d completely forgotten
            about freaking Preston, her last boyfriend.

        “Yeah?” she said, as if she didn’t know where her mom
            was going with this. As if it wasn’t the exact same place she’d gone with it
            ever since Pinky had brought Preston home (well, not exactly “brought him
            home” in the traditional sense. She’d sneaked him in her window and her
            parents had caught them).

        Her mom gave her a you know exactly what I’m talking about
            look. “He got mandatory community service for something you still haven’t
            disclosed to us.”

        Pinky groaned. “What’s your point,
            Mom?”

        “My point is that maybe this summer, if you happen to get a new
            boyfriend, as you usually do every month or so, you could find a real boyfriend.
            Someone who isn’t prone to finding themselves on the wrong side of a jail
            cell.”

        As her mom walked off to the kitchen, Pinky narrowed her eyes. A
            “real” boyfriend? What’d her mom think Preston was, a ghoul? Besides,
            Pinky thought, slipping her phone out of her pocket to post her pictures to the Super
            Metal Death GoFundMe page, “real” boyfriends didn’t exist in her
            world. Though, thanks to the little conversation they’d just had, that
            wouldn’t stop her mom from micromanaging every cute guy Pinky hung out with this
            summer at their lake house. It would probably become her summer project or
            something.

        One thing was certain: This summer vacation was going to majorly,
            definitely, monumentally suck.
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