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temp·ta·tion

a desire to do something, especially something wrong or unwise.

After the death of my boyfriend, my whole world is tossed upside down. I lose not only him but my home and, suddenly, nothing is the same. 

Then I meet him. 

Siva. 

My savior. 

He’s dark and brooding, the complete opposite of everything I’ve ever known. Somehow, though, I’m able to see the light in him that no one else can. He tempts me ever closer, my heart reaching out to him, even while my mind shouts at me to stay away. 

That it’s too soon.

That it’s wrong. 

But when temptation becomes too strong, who am I too resist?
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I always knew death would touch my life at some point.

It’s inevitable, really.

We all die after all.

I guess I never expected it to be the man I loved—or if it was, I expected us to be old and gray in our beds.

But life had other plans, and now Devak is gone, and I’m … I’m numb.

I wiggle around on the hard pew, trying to get more comfortable. It doesn’t work.

The man at the podium drones on and on.

About nothing.

About everything.

About life.

About death.

Devak wouldn’t have liked this. He was a simple man. He wouldn’t appreciate so much fussing over him, and he definitely wouldn’t appreciate his step-mother blubbering her eyes out in the front pew.

His father, Rajas, pats his wife’s back in comfort.

It takes all my energy not to roll my eyes.

Although, I guess I’m bitter since they stuck me in the back like I’m unimportant. Since Devak and I weren’t married, Rajas and his wife, Lila, consider me null and void now. They never liked me. They thought me to only be a thieving American, after his money and name. They couldn’t be more wrong. I truly love Devak. Loved. I loved him. Past tense. I nearly choked. It didn’t seem right to be thinking of him in the past tense.

The man speaking finishes and everyone stands.

Everyone except me, that is. My legs feel like they weigh five-hundred pounds.

Probably five-hundred pounds of tears.

I haven’t cried, not once, since I got the news Devak was killed in the car accident. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

I will the tears to come now, as Lila and Rajas take one last look at Devak, but nothing happens.

All that exists is the numbness.

Rajas looks sadly at his youngest and favorite son, gone from this world too soon. Dev has—had—an older brother, but I’ve never met him. I’ve never even seen a photo of him. He’s something of a pariah.

Although, if Rajas were my father maybe I’d be the same way. The man takes the word overbearing to another level.

Though, I never really understood why Dev didn’t talk about his brother.

He didn’t talk about his mother much either except to say she left shortly after his brother stopped coming around.

I look around the people still gathered in the church, and no one looks like they could be his mother or brother.

They probably don’t even know Dev’s gone, and it makes me sad. They deserve to know, though I’m sure Rajas would disagree.

Several people eye me, and I see Rajas say something to one of them. I’m sure it isn’t anything nice. If he’d ever actually bothered to get to know me he would’ve seen how much I loved his son. 

They could think what they wanted, though, since I knew my love for him was true.

I wasn’t in the habit of caring what people thought of me. I learned a long time ago the opinion of others was useless.

The church emptied, and I was left alone with a somber Rajas and Lila, both of them looking at me like I was a speck of dirt they wanted to wipe off their designer shoes.

Rajas is tall and handsome like Devak. He’s full Indian with dark caramel skin and inky black hair. His eyes are as dark as his hair, and his mouth is almost always set in a frown. He has a regal air about him, like royalty, though he’s not.

Lila has pale skin, light blond hair, and lifeless blue eyes. She’s the complete opposite of his first wife, Isla. I’d only ever seen a picture of the woman, but she was beautiful, with black hair, olive skin, and violet colored eyes.

“Sloane,” Rajas says sternly.

“Sir,” I address him. I’m not allowed to call him Rajas, or even Mr. Kapur.

“What are you doing?” he asks, his eyes raking over me where I sit, picking apart my black dress and shoes I’m sure.

“Sitting,” I say sarcastically, since it’s pretty obvious what I’m doing.

I’m not normally so short with him, since I usually want to impress him, but with Devak gone I can’t bring myself to care. What’s the point anymore?

He starts to smile but it quickly disappears when he catches himself. He clears his throat. “Aren’t you leaving?”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Not yet. I’m not ready to leave,” I answer honestly. I need another moment with Dev. This is my last chance with him.

Lila stands slightly behind her husband, peering over his shoulder at me.

Rajas clears his throat. “Don’t be too long.”

I nod as he straightens his suit jacket.

“I won’t be much longer.”

Stiffly, he takes Lila’s hand and starts for the doors. I watch them leave. Rajas pauses at the door and looks back for one last look at his son. He looks heartbroken, and while he might be a raging asshole to me, I think he truly loved his son—well, at least the one.

He shakes his head and places his hand on Lila’s waist, ushering her out the door.

The heavy doors bang closed and I’m finally alone with Dev.

I lean forward with my elbows on my knees and bury my face in my hands.

One tear.

All I ask is for one tear.

One tear for the man I love.

I get nothing.

“Oh, Dev,” I whisper into the empty church. “Why has this happened?”

Of course no one answers.

Time passes slowly as I sit, and still no tears come even as I beg—beg to feel something besides this emptiness now residing in my chest.

The doors behind me open, and I jump to a standing position, thinking it’s Rajas come to tell me my time is up.

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” I stammer, my head bowed as I grab my coat. “I was going.”

“Oh?” responds a voice I don’t recognize but feels entirely familiar at the same time.

“What the—?” My head shoots up and my eyes connect with violet ones. I nearly choke on my tongue because the guy is gorgeous.

He narrows his eyes on me, his two dark brows drawing together. He’s handsome, it’s undeniable. His black hair is brushed away from his face and his skin is a beautiful honey color, and I wonder if it’s as soft as it looks. His face is chiseled, with full lips, and a dimple in his chin. He’s tall, easily six-feet, but I’d say taller, and lean but still well built so it’s clear he works out. His dress shirt clings to his chest and his gray dress pants hang delectably on his hips.

And I’m checking out a guy at my boyfriend’s funeral. Just fucking great.

The man stalks toward me slowly, his brows still drawn together, giving him an angry look. Each step is slow and deliberate like he’s stalking a frightened deer.

I probably do look like a deer caught in headlights.

“You are?” he asks in a British accent.

My hands wring together. His intensity has me unnerved. “Sloane,” I reply.

“Sloane,” he repeats, testing out my name on my tongue. He makes a face, and I’m not sure he likes the flavor. His unusual violet eyes narrow on me. “What are you doing here?”

I swallow thickly. “I’m attending my boyfriend’s funeral.”

He looks around at the empty room and then back at me, as if to make a point.

I clear my throat. “Everyone … uh … left.”

“But not you?” He stares at me like I’m some fascinating exotic bird he’s just discovered. I have news for him—I’m not interesting.

I look to the floor, my shoes, anything but his inquisitive violet eyes that seem to see too much. “They don’t like me,” I finally respond. “I wanted a moment alone.”

His laugh fills the air, and it surprises me. I get the impression this isn’t a man who laughs a lot. “We have that in common, Sloane.”

“What?” I asked stupidly.

“They don’t like me either,” he whispers conspiratorially, like he’s letting me in on some sort of secret.

“Why?” I ask, my eyes roaming over him. He looks familiar, so much like Dev, but I know I’ve never met him before.

He shrugs. “Because I dare to go against the grain. I find rules are meant for breaking.”

“Who are you?” I finally ask, in awe of him.

I feel like he’s put a spell on me or something.

“Siva,” he answers.

My eyes narrow in thought. I know his name—but how?

My mouth pops open as clarity hits me.

Oh.

Siva … as in Siva Kapur.

Dev’s brother is back. 
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I curl into the window seat, drawing my legs up to my chest, watching the rain slick against the window.

Even the weather is mocking me.

It’s been six days since Dev’s funeral. It’s rained every day since, and still no tears from me.

It’s like I’m broken or something.

Or maybe you didn’t love him like you thought, my thoughts mock me.

I refuse to believe that. I loved Devak. I know I did.

I breathe onto the glass, fogging it over. I reach out, drawing a frowny face into the condensation.

“Please,” I beg, “one tear, that’s all I ask.”

It doesn’t seem like too much to ask for, but my words continue to fall on deaf ears.

The coffee maker chimes, letting me know it’s ready, and I jump, startled by the sound.

I hop up and scurry over to the counter.

I grab my favorite chipped orange mug and pour some of the steaming liquid inside, then take a sip and hum. It’s perfect. I’ve been drinking coffee since I was twelve so I’ve long since perfected the art of making the perfect cup.

I take a seat on the denim sectional with my cup of coffee and turn the TV on. I flip through the channels, but don’t find anything to hold my interest. I’m not a big TV watcher. I prefer books.

I take another sip of coffee before sitting the cup on top of a magazine on the coffee table.

I can hear Dev’s voice in my head saying, “Babe, please use a coaster or something. I don’t want you to ring the furniture.”

I smile at the memory. God, I’d give anything to actually hear him again.

To touch him.

To see him.

One minute he was here, and the next he was gone forever.

I draw my legs up, picking at a loose thread on my sweatpants. It’s Saturday so I don’t have to go to work. Although, I would have appreciated the monotonous sound of the click clacking of fingers on keyboards. I work for a small local magazine. The money I make barely pays the bills but it’s a start I desperately need.

Ever since I was a little girl I’ve wanted to be a journalist. Travel the world, meet new and interesting people, that sort of thing.

I came to London once on a school trip and instantly fell in love with the city, so when it came time to go to apply to colleges I applied to one here on a long shot.

By some miracle, I got in.

I picked up my whole life and moved across the world to pursue my passions. 

Somewhere along the way, in the corner of the library, I met Dev.

Returning to America never occurred to me after I met Dev. I was in love with him and the city, and this became my home.

My mom has never understood, especially now that Dev is gone. She’s spent the last week trying to convince me to move back home, but this is my home now.

I finish my coffee and wash the mug out. My cereal bowl is sitting in the sink from earlier, with a couple other dishes, so I wash those too. I dry my hands on the rag and forcefully shove my bangs away from my face. I hate them and can’t wait for them to grow out.

A knock on the door startles me making me jump away from the sink.

I peer around the flat, ashamed. It’s not really in any sort of shape for visitors. There’s trash on the coffee table, pillows and blankets piled up, and there’s a pile of laundry by the bedroom door.

I head for the door, wondering who it could be.

I don’t have any friends here. Only Dev, and he’s gone now.

Even back in the States I’d never had many friends. I usually kept to myself.

I step toward the door and peer through the peephole.

Rajas.

I sigh. I shouldn’t be surprised he’s here, and yet I am.

I open the door and realize too late I’m in a pair of dirty sweatpants and a tank top that’s practically see-through.

“Sir?” I address him, trying to ignore the fact I’m dressed like I’m homeless and he looks like he’s stepped off the runway in a suit that costs more than I make in a year.

“Sloane,” he greets, stepping right inside like he owns the place.

Which he does.

He bought this place because Dev and I wanted it. He didn’t approve, but because Dev wanted it he finally gave in. I didn’t exactly like living in a place my boyfriend’s dad bought, but I’d had little say in the matter. Rajas required me to pay rent every month—it wasn’t much, but I couldn’t help feeling like the guy wanted to make me suffer.

I wonder if he’s here to collect rent, but I quickly realize I just paid him. It took me a minute to remember, since the last week hasn’t exactly been normal.

So if he wasn’t here to collect rent, what was his purpose?

“Would you like some coffee?” I ask, clearing my throat. “Or tea? I think there’s some orange juice left too.” I ramble, his intensity making me uncomfortable. He always manages to make me feel like a bug being inspected beneath a microscope.

“Yes,” he replies stiffly, settling into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. “Some tea would be nice.”

I hasten to make his tea, silently cursing. If he’s sitting down and asking for tea, it means he’s going to be here a while, which can’t be a good thing for me.

He looks around the flat with disapproval clear in his eyes while I heat some water.

“I never understood why Devak liked this place.” He gives me a significant look and I know he’s really saying he doesn’t understand why Dev ever liked me.

I pour the steaming liquid into a mug and add a tea bag, handing the mug to him before sitting across the table. I’m sure he’ll judge me for this too, since in his home he only uses loose tea leaves.

The flat is in an old historic building off the beaten path but still close to the city. The floors are original hardwood covered in various stains, scratches, and dents. The walls are a warm beige color with white trim. The kitchen isn’t stainless steel and granite but it is clean and cute. Unfortunately, there is no dishwasher. Dev and I liked the charm it holds, though. The crown molding, the window seat—it was lived in.

It was our home.

Well, my home, now.

Rajas’ home was cold, modern, and clinical. Like a doctor’s office. Everything was white. Void of color. Void of life. So I knew why this place didn’t appeal to him.

Why I didn’t appeal to him.

I wasn’t cookie cutter.

“It’s home,” I finally say in response to his comment.

I slide the bowl with sugar cubes across to him and he drops his two customary cubes into the mug.

I lace my fingers together and my golden colored eyes meet his lifeless black ones.

“Sir, I know you’re here for a reason so get to it instead of wasting my time and yours,” I say, flourishing my hand.

He smiles and it’s slick and slimy. He makes me feel dirty. He’s a cunning and crafty man. I’m sure it’s why he’s done so well in business. “You know me well. You’re a smart girl. You’ll go far.” He wags a finger at me, smiling like he’s given me the greatest compliment ever, but coming from him it sounds like some sort of death sentence. His black eyes shine like a panther. A slick, slimy, no-good panther. Dev may have worshipped the ground his father walked upon but I see through the man. I don’t trust him at all.

“Sir?” I prompt, trying to get him back on track.

He leans back in the chair, propping his ankle on his knee.

“Since Dev is gone I have no reason to continue to keep this place,” he says spreading his arms wide. “It holds no value or want for me.”

“I pay my rent,” I whisper, barely audible, having some idea of where he’s going with this.

He smirks, clearly pleased to be in the power position here.

“You do, but I should charge you three times more for a place of this size and location. But we both know you would be unable to afford it,” he says, knowing he’s right. I can’t afford it. I’m trapped. He’s backed me into a corner there’s no getting out of.

He grows quiet, waiting for my reaction. I’m sure he’s hoping for lots of dramatics and screaming on my part so he can tell Lila how wild and unchained I am.

I can hear him saying, “Americans are so uncouth,” in his stuffy nasally British accent. I always loved Dev’s British accent, but on Rajas it sounds wrong.

“What are you saying?” I whisper.

I know what he’s saying, I’m not stupid, but I have to hear him say it.

“You have until next Saturday to find a place, pack your stuff, and be out of my hair. If you’re still here I will personally put you out on the street with nothing but the clothes on your back,” he hisses menacingly, his dark eyes shining.

My mouth gapes open in an O of surprise. I know Rajas Kapur is a bad man but this is low, even for him.

“Do you understand?” he asks, tilting his head to appraise me.

“Yes, sir,” I say, a bite to my tone. But I know there’s no point in trying to fight with him. It’d be a waste of breath. He’s clearly made up his mind and he’s getting off on kicking me out. I bet he also kicks puppies and burns butterfly wings for fun.

“And anything you leave will become mine,” he warns.

I clamp my teeth together to resist the urge to yell at him. Yelling won’t help my cause. It’s going to be next to impossible to find a place to rent, or even a room, let alone a place to store all our stuff. All of Dev’s stuff is still here too. I haven’t had a chance to go through it, and with his death so fresh, I haven’t wanted to part with anything.

I try to appeal to a softer part of him, some piece that maybe has a heart. “A week isn’t going to be long enough to find a place. Would you consider giving me longer?” I ask as nicely as possible, even though I want to reach across the table and slap him. What he’s doing is wrong and he knows it.

He smirks. “I changed my mind. You need to be out by Thursday.”

I bite my lip to contain the expletives that want to shoot out of my mouth. I hate this man more every time I see him.

“I’ll see myself out,” he says, smiling. He stands and heads for the door. “Thursday,” he calls back in warning, before opening the door and leaving.

The door closes behind him, the sound ringing with finality.

In a matter of a week, I’ve managed to lose my boyfriend and my house.

I bury my face in my hands.

“Sloane, you have the worst luck ever. Didn’t your mom tell you breaking a mirror brought seven years of bad luck? Do you never listen to your mother’s words of wisdom?” I groan into my hands. No, I never listen to my crazy, superstitious, dog loving, crystal ball reading mother.

“Better start now,” I say to myself. “Maybe she’s onto something.”

I empty his tea cup—the bastard didn’t even drink any—and rinse it out, leaving the cup on the counter. I grin to myself. One thing I’m definitely leaving behind is this damn cup.

I take a deep breath and spin in a circle, taking in the flat.

Everything from the large sectional, to the coffee table, TV and entertainment center. All my books, Dev’s records, all our pictures, and stuff.

What was I going to do with all of it? I couldn’t afford a storage unit and right now I didn’t even know if I could find an apartment to rent, or even a room.

I was going to end up homeless, and Rajas knew it. I’m sure he was delighted at the thought.

Sick bastard.

No wonder his first wife left him. I wonder if he’s the reason Siva left.

I exhale a shaky breath.

I lose Dev, no tears.

I lose my house, no tears.

What’s wrong with me? Am I broken?

I press my lips together. If I am broken, am I too damaged to ever be fixed?




***




I spent the next day frantically trying to find somewhere to move, but every place I called had either been rented or I got an immediate no.

It’s Wednesday now and I’m still not having any luck.

“Hi, I’m calling to inquire about the flat available? Oh, I see. Thanks anyway,” I say and hang up. In frustration, I throw the phone across the room and groan. That is the fifteenth place I’ve called and my time is up. Rajas will expect me to be out of here tomorrow.

A cry of panic escapes my lips. I pick my phone up off the floor and dial the last number I have circled for a room to rent.

My last hope.

“Hi my name is Sloane, I’m calling to inquire about the room available?”

“It’s been taken,” says the gruff man.

“Are you kidding me?” I shriek into the phone, panic causing my voice to spike an octave. “As of tomorrow I’m homeless!”

“I’m sorry,” he says but I can tell he doesn’t mean it.

I hang up and slam my phone down on the table.

“Ugh,” I groan, lowering my arms and head to the table.

I’m going to be forced to go back home to the States where my mother will take pleasure in saying I told you so. Don’t get me wrong, I love my mom, and I know she wouldn’t be trying to hurt my feelings, but she would be.

The dryer starts to beep, and I storm over to it, dragging my clothes out and into a laundry basket.

I slam the dryer door closed and scream, “The stupid, arrogant, hypocritical, jerk.”

A loud knock on the door stops my tirade.

 I swear to God if that man is here to kick me out I early, it’ll be over my dead body.

Not bothering to look through the peephole I rip the door open so roughly it slams into the opposite wall.

“I certainly hope you weren’t talking about me in there.” Siva stands before me, smirking slightly. He’s clearly amused by me. I’m horrified he could hear me in there yelling about his father. Everyone on the whole floor probably heard me then.

I gulp like a cornered mouse, wondering why he’s here, and how he even knows where I live. The day at the funeral was the first and only time I’d ever seen him. It wasn’t like he was known to drop by our flat from time to time.

“W-What are you doing here?” I stammer, completely taken aback.

The man always seems to steal my voice. There’s something about him that leaves me speechless.

“I was under the assumption I was rescuing a damsel in distress?” he says, looking me over with one elegant dark brow raised gracefully. I didn’t know a brow could even be graceful but somehow his is.

As his gaze sears me, I’m silently thankful I’m wearing real clothes today—jeans and a gray sweater. I ran out of clean sweats and pajamas to wear.

He’s dressed in a sharp navy suit with a pale blue button down shirt. His hair is combed back, except for one stray piece which refuses to be tamed, and it falls into his eyes. He pushes it back, his violet eyes boring into me like he’s seeing straight down into my soul.

I wonder what he finds there.

“I’m not a damsel,” I finally say, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Invite me in and we can discuss this matter further,” he says, challenging me. He smirks slightly knowing while I refute his claim he is, in fact, right.

I am in need of saving.

Desperately.

But I don’t understand how he knows it or why he’d want to help me. I only just met him, and we barely had a conversation then. He doesn’t know me, so why would he want to help me?

With a sigh, I step back, sweeping my arm to tell him to come in. What do I have to lose? As of tomorrow this place isn’t even mine.

He ducks his head slightly in greeting and steps past me.

He’s huge in my small apartment. He towers above me, making me feel impossibly small. He’s much taller and leaner than Dev, and I doubt those are the only differences between the brothers.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t intimidated by him.

In a way, he’s scarier than his father—harder to read. I always know what’s coming with Rajas, but with Siva … This man baffles me.

He heads straight for the couch and takes a seat. I close the door and glance at him.

“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” I ask, calling on the Southern hospitality my mother had drilled into me.

“I don’t plan to be long,” says Siva, crossing his legs. He drapes an arm along the back of the couch and sweeps his other toward an empty spot, urging me to sit.

I take a seat, though I don’t like feeling like I was ordered to do so, and turn so I’m looking at him. “Why are you here?” I ask.

“It recently came to my attention you are to lose this flat.” He looks around, taking the place in. Unlike his father, he doesn’t look at it with disdain, but a curiosity.

My brows knit together. “How did you find that out? How did you even know I live here?”

He waves his fingers dismissively. “I know things, Sloane.”

Because that’s not cryptic. 

“What do you propose I do then? I’ve called every available flat or room for rent and they’ve all been taken.” I throw my hands up in the air in clear frustration.

He stares at me for a moment, and I get the impression he’s sizing me up.

“Live with me.” He drops the words like a bomb.

Live with me. I repeat his words in my head. “What? You want me to move in with you?” I laugh, because it sounds like a joke. “I don’t even know you and you don’t know me. I could be a murderer for all you know,” I cry in indignation. “Hell, you could be. Maybe you’re going to stick me in a freezer and eat my frozen body parts.”

Is this guy crazy? He has to be, right? It’s the only logical explanation.

He looks down at his long elegant fingers—a pianist’s fingers, I think to myself.

“I make it a habit to do whatever the fuck it takes to piss of my father—and he seems to loathe you, which means you can help me. Also, I’m not in the habit of eating the flesh of humans. I doubt they taste good anyway,” he jokes.

“Help you?” I repeat. “How would my living with you, help you?”

“It would piss my father off, which brings me immense joy. Also, as to your comment about you being a murderer, I highly doubt that. Besides, if you would try to kill me, I think I could easily overpower you.” His eyes rake over my small stature and I have no doubt he’s right. I shiver, goosebumps dotting my skin.

“I’d be in your way,” I whisper.

“No, you wouldn’t.” He shakes his head. “If you’d be in my way why would I offer you the use of my home?” he defends.

“Touché.” I press my lips together, contemplating what he’s said. I’m about to be homeless in a matter of hours and he’s offering me a home. I don’t have much of a choice. “I’ll pay rent,” I tell him. I refuse to mooch off of him. He’s still practically a stranger, and even if he wasn’t it wouldn’t be okay.

He chuckles, his violet eyes paling to a gray color. “That’s not necessary. I have money.”

“Oh, of course,” I mutter.

Rajas is some kind of real estate tycoon and I remember vaguely reading in a magazine somewhere Siva is one of the richest men in London.

Apparently, business smarts run in the family.

“I can’t live with you free of charge,” I say, and he shakes his head. “I refuse to be a burden,” I add. “I should go home,” I mutter. “I don’t belong here.”

“And where is home?” he asks with a raised brow.

“Georgia,” I answer.

Siva stands suddenly and heads for my bedroom. I follow him, watching as he immediately begins opening drawers and dumping their contents into my suitcase, which he finds on the top shelf of the closet.

“What the hell are you doing?” I cry, stunned.

He pauses what he’s doing and looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Packing for you. I feared you’d be stubborn.” Stubborn is normally such a stiff word, but his British accent makes it sound delicious.

“This isn’t necessary.” I glare at him. He might be nice to look at, but at the moment I don’t like him very much. He continues to pack my bags, ignoring me. “Okay, okay!” I finally cry, throwing my hands in the air. “I’ll go with you if you stop going through my stuff.” I snatch a lacy bra from his hands.

He grins triumphantly.

“This is only temporary, and because I’m desperate,” I add. “I’ll continue to look for a place and be out of your way in no time.”

I can’t lie and say I’m not relieved to have a place to stay, because I am. Even if he is practically a stranger I’ll have a roof over my head and right now that means everything.

His smile falls but he takes this victory. He looks down at me beneath thick dark lashes, his violet eyes intense, and murmurs, “I can be very convincing when I want something.”

I swallow thickly, caught in the trap of his gaze. I manage to squeak, “I can too.”

He smiles and I ease back.

“You’ll come with me now. I’ll have your furniture put into storage today. I’m aware my father said if anything was left he would take it,” he says, looking around the bedroom. There’s not much in here, other than the headboard and dresser.

I don’t asking him how he knows this, because frankly I don’t want to know. If I start digging too deep I’ll find a reason not to live with him, and right now my options are either to live with Siva or go back to the States. I’ll take living with him over going back and giving up on everything I’ve worked so hard for.

“Thank you,” I say simply instead.

Siva has saved my butt and he knows it. He grins, his teeth a pearly white against the caramel of his skin.

“You’re welcome,” he says slowly, and I get the feeling he’s not used to being thanked.

That makes me sad for some reason.

I grin as something occurs to me.

Siva notices and tilts his head, studying me. “What is it?”

“I was wondering …” I pause, gathering my thoughts. “Can I leave a note for your father saying I’m with you? It’ll get under his skin and dig at him.” I grin, positively giddy at my thoughts. Rajas has been a thorn in my side from the moment I met Dev. I’ve tried so hard to impress him, and everything I’ve done has always fallen flat.

Siva laughs, and it’s a warm, rich sound. It’s so at odds with his stiff posture and demeanor. “Certainly, I love any opportunity to spurn my father. Write your note and we’ll be on our way,” he says.

I grab a piece of paper and a pen from the kitchen.

Dear Mr. Kapur,

Your son Siva has offered me a place to stay.

He’s a very gracious man and most accommodating unlike yourself.

Enjoy the tea cup.

Sloane.

Siva comes up behind me and reads what I wrote. He smirks and takes the pen.

And Siva. He adds after my name. I smile at him.

“That’ll drive him crazy,” Siva says with a laugh. Despite his easy personality, I’m sure something dark lingers behind his violet eyes. After all, he has to have some kind of demons to completely abandon his family.

He turns to me with his brows knitted in puzzlement. “What’s with the tea cup?”

I laugh, waving my hand through the air. “It’s childish, honestly. He drank from it the day he came to kick me out. I thought it was fitting.”

Siva laughs and I soak in the sound. “We better go,” he finally says.

“Five minutes?” I request, holding up five fingers. He nods and plops on the couch again, making himself at home.

I disappear into my room and finish packing my bag. I look sadly around the bedroom and then the rest of the apartment. This has been mine and Dev’s home for so long now. I hate to leave but Rajas is giving me no choice and Siva is saving me from being homeless.

Siva notices me and stands. “Ready?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say reluctantly nodding. “I’m ready.”

Siva notices my crestfallen faces and murmurs, “I’m sorry.”

I look around once more, before saying a silent goodbye, and following Siva out the door and into an uncertain future. 
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We step outside into drizzly rainy weather. It’s typical for London, so I don’t even bat an eye. I look for a taxi, assuming that’s what Siva arrived in, but instead he pushes a button and lights flash on a shiny black Porsche Cayenne. I’m a little surprised. Dev didn’t have a car or even a license. I guess this is yet another thing the brothers don’t have in common.

Siva begins loading my stuff into his trunk and I stand back watching him. “You really don’t have to do this. You’re being far too kind to me. But I want you to know that I do appreciate it. If it weren’t for your offer I’d be booking a plane ride home as a failure,” I say softly, stuffing my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. I feel so awkward standing here.

His lips quirk as he closes the trunk. “Sloane, you could never be a failure. As for kindness …” His violet eyes darken and sear holes into my gold ones. “Get one thing straight. I am not a kind man. I’m a bad man. Just ask my pathetic father. Everything I do, I do for me.”

Well okay then. Talk about a moody man. Is he always this hot and cold?

The silence stretches on endlessly. Finally, Siva says, “I’m sorry. I—” he pauses at a loss for words. He tugs on his navy slacks and then rubs his hands through his slick black hair. “I like you … But I’m not good for you,” he whispers. “I’m not good for anyone.”

My heart pangs with sympathy for him. He’s doing me a huge favor by letting me live with him and he still doesn’t see the good in himself for such a gesture.

We get into the car and he pulls expertly out into the chaotic London traffic. We don’t speak on the ride, but luckily the silence isn’t too awkward. Twenty or so minutes later we pull into the garage of a sleek apartment building in the financial district.

He parks the car in a reserved spot and gets out without a word, so I’m forced to follow. He grabs my suitcase from the trunk and I try to take it from him.

“I’ll take that,” I say.

He tightens his hold on it and pulls up on the handle. “I’ve got it.”

“It’s mine. I can take it.”

“And I said I’ve got it.”

He proceeds to walk away and my jaw drops.

I know he’s doing me a huge favor but who does this guy think he is?

Inside the elevator he pushes the button for the top floor. The ride is long and quiet with neither of us saying a word. I sigh softly to myself. I don’t plan on living with him long, but if we never speak a word to each other it’ll feel a lot longer.

The elevator stops and the doors slide open.

He walks down the hallway, my suitcase trailing behind him. He never looks to see if I’m following, he knows I’ll follow along like a good little sheep.

Siva opens the door to an apartment at the end of the hall and waits for me to go in first, though there’s nothing gentlemanly about the gesture. Instead, I think he wants to be rid of me. Maybe he’s already regretting allowing me to live here. If he is and kicks me out, I’m back to square one.

Inside I have to keep my jaw from dropping. I expected a sleek, barren, bachelor pad. The typical guy pad. But this place is … amazing. Beautiful. Downright stunning. The colors rich and sumptuous.

The floors are marble and the walls are painted gold. A dark round table sits in the center with a vase full of purple flowers on top. A large chandelier dangles above the flowers making the room look like you’re inside a jewelry box. A jewelry box the Queen owned, maybe.

Even though it’s elegant and nice, there’s something homey about it. It’s the kind of place I could see myself being comfortable in long term, but this place is the complete opposite of long term for me. I’m only here until I can get my own place.

I look sadly over at Siva. “I’ll be out of your hair as soon as possible. I’ll stay in my room too so you won’t have to see me,” I say softly. I say it more for myself than him. I can’t get too comfortable here. He’s my dead boyfriend’s brother—one he wasn’t even close with—and staying here is … odd. The sooner I’m out of here, the better for both of us.

Siva looks at me with a hurt expression. I don’t understand why he’d want me to stay. He doesn’t know me, and he has to see how weird this is too. “That’s not necessary but if that’s how you feel.” He shrugs his shoulders.

I swallow thickly. “It is.”

“I have work to do. Feel free to look around. Your room is upstairs and to the right.”

“No tour?” I joke.

“I have more important things to do.” He’s suddenly cold, closed off, and clearly done with me. Before I can say anything more he heads through an archway and disappears down the hall.

That went well, I think to myself sarcastically.

I take my suitcase he left by the table and wheel it over to the stairs, deciding to explore this level before I head up. The stairs overlook a lavishly decorated living room I assume is for nothing but show. It seems too fancy to be used regularly, the kind of room you’d never be caught not using a coaster in. Even the couches look like they cost more than your average car. Jesus, what I could do with that kind of money. They’re solid white in an L-shape angled in front of a fireplace where, despite it being spring, a small fire crackles. Something about the fire calms me. It’s cozy and somehow makes the fancy room seem more inviting.

In the corner behind the couches is a large white grand piano. I’ve always been fascinated by them and I wonder if it’s actually used or only a decoration. It seems so sad for something so beautiful to never be played, but I couldn’t imagine Siva actually playing it, even if he does have long elegant fingers.

Looking up I spot another chandelier and the ceiling has intricate molding I can’t help but think has been hand done. There’s no way a single straight man picked all this out himself. He had to have a designer.

Unless …

Unless he’s gay.

Oh, my God, what if he is and I’m already completely misreading his behavior?

God, Sloane, you are such an idiot.

Forcing those thoughts from my mind I head into the dining room adjacent to the living room. It’s as fancy as the other room, shocker, and the table is large enough to seat twelve if necessary. Somehow I doubt Siva has ever dined one person here, let alone twelve—he doesn’t exactly have the personality for small talk.

I can’t help but notice original works of art hang on almost every wall in the flat. It surprises me, but in a good way, that he’d like art. It shows to me, at least, he has a creative mind.

I head for the kitchen next, one of my favorite parts of any place.

It’s fairly large with beige floor tiles, cherry cabinets, and dark granite countertops. It screams sophisticated businessman to me.

I run my fingers over the stainless-steel refrigerator. Somehow I doubt much cooking is done here. Siva doesn’t strike me as the type to cook—but hey, stranger things have happened, like him giving me a place to stay, so he might surprise me.

I leave the kitchen and explore some of the rooms off the hallways. I find a powder room, a closet, a family room which is much cozier than the living room, and even a game room. I stand puzzled for a few minutes, staring at the video games and arcade machines. It’s not something I’d expect Siva to have at all, and somehow, I can’t picture him actually using any of them, but he must or else he wouldn’t have them here. I realize I’ve already judged who he is and I don’t even know him.

At the end of the hall, I stop and back away.

“I’m not going in there,” I mutter to myself, hearing Siva yelling at someone on the phone. I don’t want to be on the other end of his wrath.

He clearly gets his temper from his father.

Having explored the entirety of the downstairs, I head for the stairs, dragging my suitcase up behind me. A window on the landing looks out onto a couple of stores and beyond those a park. Men in business suits and briefcases in hand yell into cellphones as they stride down the street. I shake my head and continue up.

To my left I see a door and assume it must belong to Siva’s room, but I don’t want to be any nosier than I already have been so I ignore it and continue down the right hall where he said I would find my room. I open the only door gingerly and my jaw drops.

Whatever I expected, it wasn’t this.

I feel my jaw literally drop, but close it quickly in case he has cameras hidden and can see my awe.

The walls are painted a lavender color that while lighter reminds me of the shade of his eyes. A white antique headboard takes up most of one wall. It’s curved and reminds me of something you might see in a Parisian home. A round ottoman done in a different shade of purple sits in front of the bed. I turn from side to side, taking in everything, wondering who this room was decorated for. It’s obviously meant for a woman, but I don’t believe for a second this was done for me. I step up to the window and look down on the street below. Rain drizzles against the window. I’m so used to it now I don’t even mind it.

I back away and sit down on the bed, nearly sinking into it. It might be the most comfortable bed I’ve ever sat on, let alone laid on.

I have no idea what I’ve gotten myself into. 
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Somehow, I manage to pull myself up off the bed and unpack my meager belongings, storing them in the dresser and armoire.

I explore the room further, finding a walk-in closet and a bathroom the size of my previous bedroom. Everything in it is white. The floors, counters, even the decorations and towels. The tub is huge and I squeal a little bit thinking about getting to take a bath in it. This kind of luxury was the stuff dreams were made of. I’m afraid I could get a bit spoiled to this—I have to remind myself this is only temporary. I need to find my own place as soon as I can.

It’s still early afternoon, but I feel awkward being downstairs, this is his place after all. I’m practically an intruder. I packed some books and magazines so I pick one at random and lie on the bed to read.

Sometime later a knock on the door pulls me from the book.

“Yeah?” I reply hesitantly to the knock.

Siva sticks his head in the doorway. His hair is mussed like he’s been tugging at it and I can tell from his eyes he’s tired. I take it his phone call didn’t go well.

He clears his throat and doesn’t quite meet my eyes. I smile to myself, finding his awkwardness endearing. “Would you like to join me for dinner?”

“Um … yeah.” Glancing down at my jeans and sweater I decide they’re hardly appropriate for dinner with Siva. He’s so … formal and there’s nothing formal about my jeans. Plus, with his prickly personality I doubt he’d appreciate me showing up to dinner looking like a bum. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Don’t be long,” he says, tongue sharp. “It’ll get cold.”

He eases the door closed and is gone. The carpet in the hall is so plush I can’t even hear his footsteps.

I hop out of bed and rifle through the clothes I hung in the armoire. I pull out a dark blue dress I normally only wear to work, but frankly is probably the only suitable thing I have to wear at the moment. I didn’t realize, until right now, how lacking my wardrobe is. But it’s not like I can go out and drop a bunch of money on clothes when I’m technically homeless so what I have will have to do.

I shuck my jeans and sweater, draping them over the back of the desk chair. This room is way too nice for me to leave them piled on the floor even if my inner slob is screaming at me.

I step into the dress and manage to get it zipped on my own, even though it’s a struggle. Normally Dev zipped it up anytime I wore it. My heart pangs with thoughts of him.

I walk over to the floor-length mirror leaning against the wall and fluff my disaster of hair. The sandy blonde strands are all over the place. My mascara is smudged under my eyes so I quickly run it away. My lips look dry and scaly as I grab my moisturizing gloss from my makeup bag and swipe some on. My eyes look tired and sad, and there’s nothing I can do about the dark circles under them, though I poke and prod at them anyway like it’ll do any good.

And you’re stalling. Get a move on.

I am stalling. Today has been weird, to say the least. I don’t know this man, beyond the fact he was Dev’s brother, and now somehow I’m living with him and eating dinner apparently.

What will we even talk about?

Deciding I can’t dawdle anymore, I make my way downstairs. When I reach the bottom I take a deep breath, bracing myself.

“You’re late,” says a rough voice from beside me, startling me. I grab my chest and try to slow my breathing. Beneath my hand I feel the erratic beat of my heart as it tries to regain its regular rhythm.

“You startled me,” I gasp, my words breathy like I’ve lost my voice.

Siva grins wickedly in amusement. “I’m a scary guy,” he says, but it seems more like something he thinks everybody else thinks he is, rather than what he truly is.

“You wish,” I say, rolling my eyes, refusing to let him know he gets under my skin.

He narrows his strange violet eyes on me. The tension is so thick between us I’m sure if I held out my hand I’d feel it like a physical thing.

“I am,” he whispers, his tone firm but almost sad. “Don’t forget that.”

Waving his arm toward the dining room, he motions me ahead of him. I barely take one step when I feel his large, warm hand on my waist.

I startle as electricity zings up my body. My eyes shoot up to meet his and he grins rakishly.

Inside the dining room he pulls out one of the elegant white chairs for me to sit in. It looks like it’s better suited for the King of France than a normal person’s apartment in the middle of bustling London.

“Thank you,” I murmur with a small smile.

He pulls out the chair across from me and sits down. The table is large enough he feels a mile away. The pale blue shirt he wears hugs his muscular chest and looks amazing against his caramel skin. The first few buttons are undone, exposing a portion of his chest and a light smattering of dark chest hair. I tear my eyes away as color floods my cheeks. I hate how affected I am by him. He doesn’t even have to do or say anything and I’m captivated.

I stare at the plate in front of me. It consists of a steak, baked potato, spinach, asparagus, and a roll with butter to top it off.

“Wine?” he asks, holding up a bottle.

“No.” I shake my head. “I don’t drink,” I add.

“Really?” He raises a brow, a genuine smile touching his lips.

Moody much?

“Maybe you’ve been drinking the wrong kind?” he suggests, but pours me a glass of water instead, sliding it across the table to me.

“Maybe,” I stammer. I always seem to be at a loss of words around him. It’s like he steals them from me or something.

“Eat,” he commands, and I pick up my fork and knife. “I promise it’s not poisoned,” he jokes.

“Did you make this?” I ask, my utensils hovering in surprise over my plate.

He nods and takes a sip out of his wine glass. “I actually enjoy cooking. Though I find it’s much more enjoyable when I have someone to cook for.”

“Oh.” My shoulders straighten in surprise. “Well … I’m glad I’m here to enjoy it then.” He waits eagerly for me to take a bite so I finally do. Flavor bursts on my tongue and my eyes widen in surprise. “This is delicious. How did you season the steak? It’s … I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

His eyes sparkle. “It’s a recipe of my own making. A secret,” he adds. “I’m glad you like it.”

“It’s amazing.” I take another bite, still in complete surprise Siva made this. Dev never cooked.

He finally stops staring at me and takes a few bites of his own meal. Taking a sip of his red wine, he says, “I never had a chance to apologize for what my father did to you.”

I shrug my shoulders and look anywhere but at him. “You don’t need to apologize. You’re not the one who kicked me out.”

He leans toward me and my eyes drift to my plate.

“You’re intimidated by me,” he states.

I look up to meet his violet-eyed stare. I notice for the first time a small scar above his lip.

I take a sip of water and nod. I don’t like admitting it but it’s true. He’s an intimidating man in general but his hot or cold attitude confuses me further. I don’t know how to act around him.

“Don’t be,” he says. “I want you to be comfortable here.”	

“That won’t be easy,” I say, suppressing a snort of amusement. I take a bite of steak to keep from saying anything else.

“Why the bloody hell not?” he asks, and the venom in his voice shocks me so I sit back and a gasp escapes my lips. I can’t with this guy. One minute he’s telling me he wants me to be comfortable, the next he’s looking at me like he wants to hit me in the head with a frying pan. What is with him? Is he bipolar? I’m seriously beginning to wonder.

I put my fork down and finger the soft, white linen napkin in my hands. I wave my hand around. “Siva, I didn’t grow up knowing luxury. This … this is a lot to take in. And then you and my—” I stop myself before I can express the feelings I possess for him. Not like I’m in love with him, that’s flat out crazy, but there’s something. I feel different around him, in a way I’ve never felt around anyone else and, frankly, I can’t figure out what the feeling is. “And,” I continue, “Dev’s … Dev’s barely been… gone,” I say, not wanting to use the word dead. “I … I can’t help but wonder if I’m doing the right thing.”

Siva’s hands knot into fists and his jaw clenches.

In a flash he’s standing, his gaze not meeting mine as he looks away, but I can’t miss the pinched look in his expression. “I need a cigarette and a scotch,” he says suddenly and disappears, leaving me alone at the gigantic table.

I look at the empty seat in front of me and know in the pit of my stomach he isn’t coming back to finish his dinner.

My appetite disappears as quickly as Siva has from the table.

Men, I think venomously.

I pick up my plate, leaving his behind in case he returns, and proceed to the kitchen to clean my plate.

I lean over the industrial size, stainless-steel sink and scrub furiously at the plate in my hands. The water is scalding and the soap smells like lemons, acidic and clinical in my opinion. I flick my head to the side to get a stray piece of hair out of my way. Satisfied I’ve scrubbed the plate until it shimmers like a diamond, I put it in the drying rack, wipe my hands on the towel, and head upstairs. Siva is still nowhere to be seen. I took out some of my aggression on the poor plate, but I’m still angry and restless. I’ve never had someone get under my skin like this man does and I haven’t even been around him a full twenty-four hours.

Once I reach the guest room I collapse on the bed. I cover my face with my hands as the tears finally pour out of my eyes.

But the tears aren’t for Dev and that only makes me cry harder. Doesn’t the man I’ve loved for the last three years deserve my tears and not the one I just met?

The sobs rake through my chest shaking the bed in the process. It’s the kind of cry which permeates your whole body, seeping into your very pores.

Dev was my life. My sun in a dark sky. He filled an aching void in my life. Dev had consumed my every thought. I wonder if he thought of me as often as I thought of him. I pictured myself walking down the aisle to him, having his children, and growing old and gray with him by my side as we watched our grandchildren play. Dev was everything I had always wanted and thought I would need. He was smart and kind. He loved kids and spending time with his family even if I did despise his father. Dev always put everyone before himself. That was him. Always worrying about everyone else. I admired that about him. It’s what attracted me to him in the first place. I always wondered what he saw in me. I certainly don’t see much in myself. I’m not the best daughter, or friend, or person. Not like him. I’m too selfish and can be too argumentative, always refusing to be the first to back down. But I did love him. I still do. That doesn’t stop because he’s gone.

My thoughts circle back around to the fact that I apparently can’t shed a tear for the man I love

All I want is to cry for Devak, and instead I’m crying because of his idiotic older brother gets under my skin, confuses, and flat-out irritates the shit out of me. How is that fair? How does that do our love any kind justice?

It’s like some kind of sick joke. I beg and plead for tears, and when I finally get them they’re for the wrong person.

Life’s like that. You always get what you ask for but never in the way you expect.

Dev had been everything I had hoped for, but he was taken from me.

Now fate is pushing me at his moody, arrogant, confusing, older brother.

If I wasn’t crying I would laugh.

My tears continue to stream relentlessly down my face. There seems to be no end to them. They felt hot against my skin but as they dry they cool and make me shiver. I wipe at my cheeks and my hands come away wet.

I swallow thickly and take a deep, ragged, breath. My chest feels too tight.

Suddenly my clothes are too tight, too constricting, I have to get out of this dress now. My skin feels flushed with fire. The fire is licking my wounds, setting me ablaze. I strip out of the dress and flush when it crosses my mind the door is wide open and I’m unfortunately far from alone. This isn’t my house, and Siva can walk by at any time.

I slam the door closed with more force than necessary. The loud bang sounds like a gun shot which makes me flinch. I shake my head and my hair brushes my chest and shoulders making me itch. I feel restless in my own body. Completely unhinged. I squish my eyes closed. Everything is bothering me. I take a deep, steadying, breath and head for the shower. A hot shower is what I need. A shower always erases the pain of the day for me.

I turn the water on as hot as I can stand it and by the time I strip out of my clothes the large bathroom is already filled with steam. I step inside, taking a cleansing breath as the hot water loosens the knots in my shoulders. I lean my head back and let the water cascade over my face. I feel like a kid again standing in a rainstorm.

“I’ll weather any storm with you,” Dev’s voice rings strong and clear in my mind.

My knees go weak and I collapse into a helpless heap on the cold shower tiles.

I clench my stomach as a strange noise escapes my throat. Tremors shake through my body. I beat my fist against the defenseless tile.

I lie down on the cold, wet tiles, bring my knees to my chest, and cradle my hands under my head.

I don’t care what happens to me. I hope the water washes away my feelings, my very being. I’m sick of existing. I want to fade. I don’t deserve to live while he’s gone. He didn’t deserve to die. He was the better of the two of us. It’s not fair people die too soon.

It’s not fair.

It’s not fair.

IT’S NOT FAIR!

I beat my fist uselessly against the tile floor.

Time becomes meaningless as the water washes over me. After a time, the water goes from hot to icy cold. At first it startles me but then my whole body goes numb, turning to a prune, aging before my eyes.

I hold one of my hands in front of my face while the other continues to cradle my head. My skin has turned a garish gray color and wrinkles cover my hands. I look like a corpse.

The water continues to beat down on me and, still, I don’t find it in me to move.

Idly, I recall the door to the bathroom opening and the surprise gasp. But it’s as if it’s happening somewhere else. To someone else. I’m not really here.

“Sloane,” inquires Siva, his tone oddly soft, almost hesitant.

“Go … a … way,” I say, my teeth chattering violently. Shivers rock my body.

My eyes track Siva across the room as he grabs a towel from the warmer and opens the glass shower door.

“I-I-I’m fine.” I glare up at him from my heap on the floor, which must be one pathetic sight.

“No, you’re not,” he growls and turns the water off. He bends down with the white fluffy towel held in his hands. Even from this distance my skin soaks up the heat radiating from it.

“But … I’m … naked,” I say unnecessarily.

He laughs. “I’m aware.” He wraps the warm towel around me.

I sigh in pleasure at the heat and snuggle in closer. The towel is large, the size of a blanket, so I’m able to burrow into it.

Siva pulls me into his arms and cradles me against his hard chest like I’m a small child who weighs next to nothing—which is the furthest thing from the truth. My curves have curves.

He sets me on the bed before pulling out his cellphone.

“Dr. Fletcher? I have an emergency. Yes, I am aware of the time,” Siva snarls into the phone. “I’ll pay you double. Fine. Just get here in a timely manner.”

He ends the calls and pinches the bridge of his nose.

“Sloane,” he sighs softly.

My eyes scan his body and I see he’s changed into a plain cotton shirt and baggy pajama pants, both now damp from me. His scent of sandalwood swirls in the air around us, hypnotizing me. He bends down, so we’re eye level, and before I can stop myself I reach out and trace the sharp line of his collarbone with my index finger. I feel his muscles stiffen beneath me and he pulls away as if my touch has electrocuted him.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, pulling away and keep a secure hold on the towel. I try to stand, to go get some pajamas on, but it’s futile as I sink back down weakly onto the bed. I wonder how long I was under the water.

He reaches out and cups my face and with his thumb traces the shape of my cheek. His full lips part slightly and a pleasant sigh escapes. He bends, tilting his head toward me, and his lips hover just out of reach of mine.

Just when he’s about to close the minuscule distance, his phone rings.

The spell is broken.

A spell which shouldn’t have been there in the first place.

I don’t understand what this thing is between us—it keeps pushing us together, and it’s the last thing either of us needs. It’s crazy. I’m not over his brother, and even if I was, falling in love with Dev’s brother is wrong and disgusting.

It can’t happen. It’s not happening. It won’t happen.

He jumps, startled, and answers it. He murmurs a few words and then hands up. He sighs. “That was Dr. Fletcher. He’s almost here. We better get you dressed.”

“I can dress myself,” I reply weakly.

He gives me a look that says, Yeah right, who do you think you’re fooling?

He starts going through my drawers, looking for something to dress me in, and I can’t find the words to tell him where to look because when he holds up a lacy black thong I can’t seem to find any words as embarrassment clogs my throat.

He finally finds a loose pajama shirt and a pair of pale blue shorts with scalloped edging and carries it over to me.

“I can dress myself, Siva,” I say again.

He rolls his eyes and kneels on the floor, already helping guide my feet into the opening of my shorts.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he mutters. “You’re stupidity makes my brain hurt.”

If I wasn’t so exhausted I’d kick him in the shin. “Do you have to be such an asshole?”

“It’s all I know,” he responds, not looking at me as he slides the shorts over my hips and I wiggle the last way into them.

“I can do the shirt,” I say, holding out my hand as I hold the towel tightly around my chest.

He shakes his head. “Up,” he commands. “I’ve already seen all there is to see, so now’s not the time to be ridiculous.”

My cheeks flame because he’s right. I can’t believe he saw me crumbled on the shower floor having a complete breakdown.

I scrunch my nose in distaste but let the towel fall and lift my arms.

To Siva’s credit he turns his head slightly to the right and does his best not to look as he helps me into the top.

“Thank you,” I whisper quietly as he steps back, nodding in response.

“By the way, this isn’t how I planned on seeing you naked,” he jokes, alleviating some of the tension in the air. Sobering, he adds, “What happened in there, Sloane?”

Honestly, I don’t know if I have an answer for him. Maybe it was a mental breakdown, maybe it was stress, maybe it was one of a million other reasons. No matter, it happened, and I don’t want to talk about it. Least of all with him. He’s too hot and cold and I don’t want to be judged for being a human with feelings.

“Why did you come in there?” I say instead, countering with my own question.

He sighs, raking his long fingers through his black hair.

“I was worried about you. I stopped by to apologize but I heard the shower running so I left. When I came back an hour later it was still running. It scared me, Sloane. I thought …” He trails off as his gaze drifts away. “I thought you had done something drastic.”

I swallow thickly. “You mean …?” I start, and don’t finish, not wanting to say the words.

“I thought you had committed suicide.” His words ram into me like a two-ton truck. I wasn’t suicidal in the least, but I could see now how my actions would’ve led him to believe that. I can’t believe I was in there for an hour. Jesus. “I thought maybe the stress of the last two weeks had finally caught up with you.” He looks away, and when his gaze meets mine again his violet eyes have darkened to a stormy gray color. “I’ve never been more scared in my life than I was in that moment. I’ve had many reasons in my life to be frightened but I never felt it until now.” His long fingers tangle in my damp hair and he presses his smooth forehead to mine. “Never do that to me again, Sloane. What happened?” he asks again.

I swallow past the lump in my throat, overwhelmed by the vulnerability in his gaze. There’s more to this that he’s not telling me, something he’s witnessed which made him jump to this conclusion, for it to trouble him so much.

I bite my lip, trying to hold the words in, not wanting to give him more ammunition against me when he inevitably grows cold and distant toward me once more.

But the vulnerable sparkle in his eyes crumbles my defenses and the words tumble out of me.

“Do you want the honest answer?” I whisper. My voice was hoarse, no doubt I’d given myself a cold.

“Always.” He touches a piece of my blonde hair absentmindedly. I don’t think he realizes he’s touching me, even in this small way.

“I was upset when you stormed out on dinner.” I look away, not wanting to go on but knowing I have to. “I have these … feelings for you. I don’t quite understand them, what exactly they are, and what they mean, but I feel like it’s wrong. It has to be. You’re Dev’s brother—a brother he didn’t even speak to. I cried tonight. I haven’t been able to cry since he died,” I admit. “And I was crying over you, not him, which made me cry even more, and I got angry. I loved Dev. I still do. And how can I … How can you provoke such intensity in me? It’s wrong. It’s like I’m betraying him. I feel disgusted with myself.”

“Sloane …,” he begins softly, “Dev would want you to be happy. I believe that.”

I snort. “Do you really think he’d want me to be happy with his messed up brother only a few weeks after he died? Because I certainly don’t think so. Besides, I don’t even understand what I feel.”

He narrows his eyes on me, anger bubbling beneath the surface. In a deadly, too-quiet voice, he says, “I may have my issues, but I am not the monster my family makes me out to be. You don’t know the half of it. You might think you knew Devak Kapur, but trust me, you didn’t. You don’t know anything,” he snarls.

A shiver runs up my spine at his words.

What if he’s telling the truth? What if there are things about Dev I didn’t know?

“That’s not what I meant,” I whisper, but he’s beyond hearing me.

He turns and glowers at the door, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “Dr. Fletcher will be here to see you soon.”

He storms to the door.

“Siva,” I call after him.

The door slams shut and I flinch in response.

This is why I didn’t want to open up, to tell him my inner thoughts. I knew nothing good would come from it. 
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I wake up before my alarm can go off. I lie there for a minute, staring up at the unfamiliar ceiling. Last night, the doctor came, said nothing was wrong with me, and left. It was highly uneventful. After he left, I gratefully climbed in the bed and fell right into a dreamless sleep.

I hate that my conversation with Siva went so horribly wrong. He’s not exactly the easiest person to communicate with and it’s frustrating. Honestly, I feel sorry for him. He might have this big flat, and lots of money, and nice things, but none of it means anything when you have no one to talk to. No friends. No family. Nobody.

It’s … sad.

After a few more minutes, I climb from the bed and head to the bathroom. I plug in my curling iron and decide to try to make my hair look decent. Though, if I’m being honest, I’m once again avoiding leaving my room.

I’m pretty pathetic.

Once my hair is curled I put on some makeup and then change into a black pencil skirt with a white button down shirt tucked into it. It’s one of my go-to work outfits. I think it looks sleek and professional. I could totally be wrong, though. I’m not exactly a fashionista. I find my pair of black heels and slip them on.

Looking in the mirror, I smooth my hands down the front of the skirt and let out a breath.

Work is the last place I want to be after last night, but it’ll be a respite from this place.

I grab my purse and search for my messenger bag which contains my laptop. After a few minutes of searching there’s no denying it’s not here … which means somehow my idiotic self forgot it.

Maybe I can get a taxi and swing by and get it before work.

I snort to myself. Yeah, if Rajas hasn’t thrown everything out the window yet.

As mad as I am at myself, I realize I can’t magically make it appear, so there’s no point in me standing around griping to myself.

I venture down the stairs and the telltale sound of bacon sizzling reaches my ears. Tentatively, I head in the direction of the kitchen.

Siva stands in front of the stove, his back to me, cooking furiously.

“Morning,” I croak hesitantly, my voice raw.

Startled, he turns and looks at me over his shoulder. “Morning,” he answers, his voice stiff but not angry. “Do you like eggs and bacon?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Good. Sit down and eat before you go.” He motions to one of the barstools before turning back to the steaming skillet in front of him.

I set my purse on the floor before sliding my butt onto one of the stools. He already has two glasses of orange juice poured and I pull one closer to me.

“I still can’t believe you cook,” I murmur mostly to myself, but of course he hears.

He chuckles. “Why? Because I am a man?”

“No.” I shake my head even though he can’t see. “It’s … I mean you have all this money and you’re kind of grump, so I’d think cooking would be the last thing you’d ever want to do.”

He shrugs his strong lean shoulders. “My mom taught me and I like it.”

I file this bit of information away.

Neither one of us mention his behavior last night and as much as I want to bring it up, to point out his hot and cold attitude, I know it’s better to keep my mouth shut so for once I do.

He pulls the bacon out of the pans with a pair of tongs and puts equal amounts of pieces on each side of the two plates which already have eggs waiting to be devoured. He sets a plate down in front of me before pulling out the barstool beside me and sitting down. His arm brushes mine and I shiver.

He digs into his eggs. “Ready for work?”

“Yeah,” I sigh, my tone at odds with my confirmation. “But I don’t have my laptop.”

“Oh?” He quirks an inky brow. “Some of your stuff arrived this morning, the rest of your clothes and stuff, so your laptop might be with those. I had your furniture put into storage,” he adds and sips his orange juice.

“Thanks for doing this. Hopefully it’s here.” As much as I want to run to wherever my stuff is and search for it I don’t want to be rude, which is laughable since Siva is quite possibly the rudest person on the planet. “This is really good by the way. You might have to teach me,” I joke. “I can cook, but nothing I make tastes this good.”

“Thanks,” he says, with a slight shy smile. “I can try to teach you, but I don’t promise to be as good of a teacher as my mom.”

Dev never talked about his mom. It was as if she didn’t exist and after a while I stopped asking. But now Siva’s brought her up twice. It’s like the brothers lived two completely different lives. If it wasn’t for the familial resemblance I’d begin questioning whether or not they were actually related.

We finish eating in companionable silence and then I wash the dishes while he dries. I was surprised he didn’t have a fancy ass dishwasher in this high-end kitchen, but even though it was nice it wasn’t the largest so I guess that’s why.

Dev and I hadn’t had a dishwasher either and we’d done this same thing—I washed and he dried.

“I have to go,” I say suddenly, my throat closing up.

It was too hard.

No, it’s too easy, and that’s the problem.

He turns to me, a little stunned I think. “Why? I know I didn’t say anything stupid … this time,” he adds with a small laugh.

I give him a tight-lipped smile, trying desperately to hide my pain and confusion.

“Oh, it’s not that,” I rush to say, hoping I can mask the pain and confusion in my eyes. “I’m going to be late to work,” I lie.

Siva glances down at the shiny silver watch on his left wrist and curses softly under his breath. “I didn’t realize the time. I have a meeting I need to be at soon. We better hurry.” Suddenly, he’s the one urging me out of the kitchen. “Come on,” he says, leading me to the foyer where cardboard boxes sit, waiting to be rifled through.

I easily spot my olive green messenger bag leaning against one of the boxes. I pick it up and hug it to my chest.

“I was so worried about you,” I whisper to it.

Siva chuckles and pretends it’s a cough.

I can’t help it if I look silly. All I could picture when I realized I left it behind in my haste was Rajas gleefully tossing it out the window.

I’d like to toss him out a damn window.

I sling the bag across my body, ready to go, and we head out with Siva locking up behind us. We head for the elevator wear Siva pushes the button and we wait quietly for the doors to open. When they slide open we hurry inside and Siva pushes impatiently at the CLOSE DOORS button. Once they do slide closed and we begin our decent to the garage, I can’t help but notice the electricity zinging around us. I’ve never been around someone who literally charges the air with their presence. I rub the exposed part of my forearm, trying to get the little hairs there to lie down instead of stick straight up.

Thankfully, the doors finally open, and I follow Siva to his Porsche.

I barely get the passenger door closed before he’s racing out of the garage and onto the London streets.

He must really be late for his meeting.

He stops the car in front of Avid News. I shake my head but I don’t even bother to ask him how he knows where I work. At this point I’m convinced Siva knows everything.

I hop out of the car and call, “Bye,” over my shoulder.

I run up the gray stone steps and into the building.

“Hey, Sloane,” says Mac as I slide into the chair behind my desk.

I smile back and say, “Hey,” to the smiling Irishman.

“How are you doing?” he asks, leaning over the partition separating our desks. His eyes are sympathetic, his lips downturned.

“As well as can be expected, I suppose,” I say, taking out my laptop and setting it on my desk before turning it on.

He gives me a joking smile. “Well, if you need anything, someone to talk to, a shoulder to cry on, whatever it is, I’m your man.”

“Thanks,” I say with a small laugh. I can always count on Mac to make me laugh.

I know MacAuley “Mac” Grant has a thing for me. Ever since I started working here he’s made no secret he’s attracted to me despite knowing I was in a relationship. He had finally accepted we’d never be more than friends, but I guess now that Dev’s out of the picture he’s already making his move.

Yippee for me.

It wasn’t that he was a bad guy or bad looking or there was anything wrong with him. He wasn’t my type, and now so wasn’t the time to jump in to another relationship. Especially when I was already battling my conflicted feelings over Siva.

God, my life is a clusterfuck.

Mac shakes his curly, too-long, brown hair away from his soft green eyes. He smiles boyishly and winks. “Just a thought,” he adds before finally sitting back down.

My computer hums to life and I enter my password, breathing a sigh of relief when Mac has settled down.

My wallpaper stares back at me. A picture of Dev and me on vacation in Rio. I look at our happy smiling faces pressed together in the selfie. He looks at the camera while I look at him with adoring eyes.

“Sloane,” my boss says, stopping by my desk.

I look up, taking in April Linwood. She’s intimidatingly tall, with legs so long I wonder why she’s not a model. She has the looks for it too. Sleek blonde hair, much lighter than mine, and a pinched aristocratic face. As gorgeous as she is, though, she’s even better at her job. She’s a kind boss, but critical, only expecting the best from us, and always willing to give advice if we ask for it and even when we don’t.

“Morning, April,” I smile pleasantly. I’ve always admired April a lot, aspiring to be like her.

“Here’s your assignment,” she says, holding out a folder.

I take it from her and say, “Thank you.”

She smiles and moves on.

I open the folder and sigh. As much as I might like and admire my boss, sometimes I wish she had more respect for me. She wants me to write yet another trash article on a celebrity checking into rehab. I wanted to write serious journalism, not this trash, and she knew it yet I always got sidled with this stuff. But you have to start somewhere and this is what I had to do to climb to the top, so I’d write the best damn gossip article I could.

I look back at my computer, sighing once more at the sight of the picture. I should change it, but I don’t have the heart, not yet. I feel like Dev has already been erased so much from my life, this is one last, though silly, thing I can hold on to.

I dive into writing the article with fervor. While this kind of thing might not have been my favorite to write, it didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy it.

When lunch rolls around I realize I haven’t packed anything, which means I have to go out. I grab my purse and lean over the partition to Mac.

“Hey?” I inquire with a smile. “I’m going out for lunch. I’ll be back soon.”

“Later.” He grins, crossing his hands behind his head and leaning back in his chair.

“Sloane?” calls Franca, another writer, before I’ve barely taken a step. “Someone’s here for you.” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively and my forehead creases in confusion.

I look back at Mac and give him an apologetic smile. He stands and smiles and makes like he’s going to the break room, but I know he really only wants to see who is waiting for me. Honestly, I’m curious too.

I stop when I reach the small seated area off the side of the break room.

“Siva,” I gasp in surprise and he smiles. I’m completely taken aback. I didn’t expect him to show up here at all.

Franca gasps behind me, peeking over my shoulder. “Is that Siva Kapur?” she asks in an exaggerated stage whisper.

I turn to glare at her for making such a fuss and when I look back Siva’s smile has only grown larger. Mac gives me a reproachful look and storms away. I actually feel a slight tug of pity in my belly for him. I know what this looks like, but whatever he’s thinking is wrong.

“Hi,” I say, heading over to Siva and smiling even though I try not to. “What are you doing here?” I ask curiously.

“I thought we could do lunch?” he suggests, looking unsure of my answer.

“That would be lovely,” I say, color flooding my cheeks. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed.

He smiles and stands, smoothing his hands down the front of his fitted black pants. The aqua blue shirt he wears pops against his dark skin and makes his eyes look more like an oceanic blue than violet. “Good,” he says, and guides me outside into the cool spring air and to the Porsche parked on the street.

Siva holds the passenger door open for me and I slide in. He climbs in the driver’s side and pulls out into the traffic. I assume he’s heading to one of the many restaurants in the area but instead he avoids all of them.

“Are you kidnapping me?” I joke.

He shakes his head. “You’re an adult—I’m fairly certain that’s not classified as kidnapping. But don’t worry, I don’t have any nefarious plans.” He winks. “It’s a nice day so I thought we could have a picnic.”

I jolt in surprise. “That actually sounds really amazing.” I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear.

A few minutes later he parks and gets out of the car, grabs a green and blue plaid blanket, and a bag of food. I follow him through the park’s entrance as he searches for the perfect spot.

After a few minutes he veers off the path, into the green grass, lays out the plaid blanket, and plops down. I join him, tucking my knees under me. My skirt rides up a bit, exposing a bit more leg than I’m comfortable with. I promptly pull it down but not before Siva gets an eye full.

I blush from my neck up.

“Don’t look,” I grumble, and he actually looks away as if he too is embarrassed, and starts pulling out containers of food from the bag.

“I hope you like Thai?” he asks hesitantly.

“I love it,” I say, opening a container and inhaling the aroma.

He opens a couple more containers and hands me a plastic fork and a bottle of water.

He leans back, stretches his long legs out, and asks, “How has your morning been?”

“The usual.” I shrug.

“You don’t sound pleased,” he comments in a quiet, subdued, voice.

I chuckle. “I want to be a serious writer not a gossip columnist,” I admit with a sigh.

“Then why don’t you?” he asks, taking a bite of noodles. One sits on his lips and my fingers itch to reach out and grab it.

I sigh heavily. “I have to be able to pay the bills and I can barely do that as is.”

“You should still try and live your dream,” he says softly, looking away distantly. “To stifle dreams is to extinguish the small spark that ignites the greatest discoveries.”

“Maybe one day,” I reply, looking out into the park. A couple walks their dog. Some kids squeal in delight as their father chases them around. So many lives intertwined and yet we’re all so separate, stuck in our own little bubbles.

I pluck at a piece of grass, twisting it around my finger. “Definitely one day,” I add. “I know I’ll get there, it takes time.”

His fingers press softly to my chin, lifting my gaze to his. “Don’t let too much time pass. Sometimes we get … trapped in the mundane every day and before you know it ten years have passed and you’re standing still while the world continues to move around you.” He hesitates before adding, “I … I could help you.”

He waits for an answer and I shake my head. “Siva, thank you, but no. I can do this on my own. I have to.”

“I have connections.”

I snort. “Exactly, that’s the problem.”

“Sloane, I wouldn’t bribe someone to get you a job. But I could set up an interview and if you got the job it would all be on you.” He shrugs nonchalantly.

“I’ll think about it,” I say with a small smile and a quirk of my brow, but I know I won’t take him up on his offer. It’s nice of him, but I want to do this entirely on my own. Sometimes I get tired and have to bitch about the process.

Satisfied, he sits back. He takes a sip of water and smiles to himself, clearly pleased with my non-answer.

Changing the subject, I say, “Tell me something about yourself.”

He laughs harshly, nearly choking on his water. “I don’t talk about myself.”

He promptly pulls out a cigarette, sticks it between his lips, and lights it. I reach over and snag it from between his lips and put it out. Cigarettes are one of my biggest pet peeves, and it pisses me off that he’d use one them as an excuse not to talk to me.

I point my index finger at him. “You will not suck on this death stick in my presence,” I huff.

His eyes flash, and I fear one of his darker moods might be rearing its ugly head, but instead he surprises me by laughing. Not a small laugh, either, a booming one which echoes off the bright green trees surrounding us.

“Got it. No smoking in front of you.”

“Or like ever,” I gripe. “Do you want to kill your lungs?”

“Of course not,” he replies smoothly and lies down on his back. “But doesn’t everyone have a guilty pleasure?” He winks at me and turns on his side to face me. He props his head up on his hand. “What’s yours?” he asks.

“I don’t have one,” I snap.

“Oh, come on,” he coaxes, “I know you have one.”

“Purses, I guess.”

“Purses?” he clarifies.

“Yeah, you know, purses. Those things women carry around all the time full of all their crap. Yeah, it’s my guilty pleasure. It’s a lot healthier than your poisonous death stick, ” I say, pointing to the offensive white cylinder littering the ground beside the blanket. “But I like designer ones, so it’s not exactly healthy for my bank account.”

“You’re very opposed to cigarettes,” he comments.

“My dad died of lung cancer,” I say shortly. “He smoked two packs a day from the time he was a teen up until he died. Even after the diagnosis he didn’t stop.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.”

“I see now why you hate them,” he says softly.

He pulls the pack of cigarettes from his pocket and tosses it into a nearby trashcan. I’m surprised when it hits the mark.

“Now they’re gone.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal.

“Thank you,” I whisper, surprised and pleased by the gesture.

His violet eyes smile at me. “Shouldn’t I be thanking you?”

“Yes you should.” I raise my chin, feigning haughtiness.

“My lungs thank you, Sloane,” he says and his British accent becomes more pronounced. His purple eyes glitter with mirth. The aqua color of his shirt makes his skin look like molten honey. His teeth are a blinding white when he smiles. I find myself leaning closer to him. Taking in every beautiful detail of him. I’m completely enraptured by this complex human being and I’m beginning to learn despite him being Dev’s brother, they are two completely different people. If not for their similar looks no one would know they were brothers or even related.

Dev was always kind and caring whereas one minute Siva is happy go lucky and the next he walks out on you. Siva is unpredictable. Siva is not safe.

But Dev is gone.

And I can’t help but think maybe fate is pushing Siva and me together.

I glance at my phone and jump up in a panic. “I have to get back to work.” I start gathering things up quickly. “April is going to be so mad at me,” I mutter under my breath.

Siva jumps into action, helping me pick things up. “I should’ve kept better track of the time,” he says angrily, venom dripping from every word.

“Siva,” I say, pausing to put my hand on his shoulder. He flinches and I remove my hand, hoping he doesn’t notice I’m stung by the gesture. “This isn’t your fault. I was enjoying myself and completely forgot about my responsibilities.”

“Come on,” he growls. Suddenly, the carefree Siva is gone and replaced by mercurial Siva.

Lovely.

“Can you chill for a second?” I snap. I’m getting whiplash from his behavior and I’m sick of it. 

“No,” he growls.

“What’s your problem?” I yell.

His lip furrows. “I’m a control freak. I don’t like the unexpected.”

I hold my hands out at my sides. “It’s not like you didn’t know I had to go back to work,” I say and place my outstretched hands on my hips.

“I need a fucking cigarette!” he yells back, tossing the paper bag full of our trash forcefully into the same trashcan where he had dumped his cigarettes.

My eyes grow wide. “Siva,” I hiss. “There are other people here besides ourselves, like children. Can you keep the vulgar language to a minimum please?”

“Sorry,” he mutters, but he doesn’t look sorry at all.

“Sure you are,” I say, storming behind him trying to catch up to his long-legged stride.

He forcefully opens and then closes the driver’s side door. I hear the engine start but I’m too pissed to climb inside the car with him.

I see a taxi sitting empty by the curb.

I stride up the Porsche, grab my purse from the passenger’s seat, and slam it closed for good measure, before heading to the empty taxi.

“Sloane,” I hear behind me.

“I don’t want to hear it, Siva.” I turn to face the angry man sitting in the polished Porsche, in the polished clothes, with the so-called perfect life. “Thank you for the interesting lunch. It was … enlightening.”

“Sloane,” he calls again, apologetically, almost desperately.

I get in the taxi, rattle off the street name for Avid News, and leave behind an angry Siva who’s pissed off for no good reason.

Stew on this, asshole.




***




“Sloane, did you get lost?” jokes Mac but there is a dark undercurrent to his normally happy green eyes.

I glare at Mac as I take my seat. He’s not the source of my frustration but I’m so pissed off at the moment I’m likely to cuss at a nun if one looks at me for too long.

I swirl the mouse around to wake up my computer and attack the keyboard with a vengeance.

“Whoa,” says Mac. “What did your keyboard ever do to you?” he asks, leaning over the partition.

I huff and bury my head in my hands.

“I take it lunch didn’t go according to plan?” he asks, and his voice softens, taking in my hurt feelings.

I sigh and look at the curly haired man. I push my blonde hair out of my face and sigh again. The sighing doesn’t make me feel any better but I keep doing it in the hopes eventually it will. “It started out great, actually, but then he flipped out and I don’t know why.”

Mac laughs.

“Stop laughing,” I snarl, sounding way too much like Siva.

Mac looks at me and his green eyes warm. He puts his hand to his chest. “Okay, I’m going to be a nice guy here and give him the benefit of the doubt even though I’d like to beat him senseless for hurting your feelings. But, Sloane, the guy probably feels weird because he has feelings for you, I mean, how could he not, you’re perfect but you’re his dead brother’s girlfriend. Either that or he’s just an arrogant jerk.”

“I’m going for the latter,” I say with a smile, but his words do go a long way toward making me feel better.

Mac may possess too much interest in me but he is a good friend and he always makes me feel better.

“Do you want to go get a drink later?” he asks.

And there we go, ladies and gentlemen. So much for friends.

“Mac, I really can’t.” At the appearance of his crestfallen expression I hold up a hand and add, “I’m not saying no. Just, not tonight. I have a lot to get done.”

Though, to be real, I am saying no. Mac and I are not happening. Ever. It’s not in the cards for us and I wish he could see this. Drinks as friends would be fine, but I know he sees it as more.

“Oh, okay,” he says, but he still looks forlorn and settles back in at his desk.

I finish the article I’m writing, proof it, and print it out. I read it through two more times on the printed sheets to make sure it’s ready and then make my way to April’s office.

I knock quietly.

“Come on in,” she calls out.

I open the heavy wooden doors and enter her airy office. Well, maybe clinical is the better word. Everything is stark white. From the walls, to the desk, to her bookshelves, everything is a bright, crisp, white. The only thing that isn’t white are the beige carpet floors. It kind of reminds me of Rajas’ house.

“Just dropping this off,” I say, handing her the article.

Her critical eye scans it and she smiles, pleased, which makes my heart leap with happiness.

“Good job, Sloane. You always impress me. I know this isn’t the kind of journalism you want to do but you do it well. I don’t have anything else for you to do today if you want to head on home. We’ll all be out of here in an hour anyway.”

“Oh, okay,” I say failing to mask my disappointment. Home, or should I say Siva’s flat, was not a place I wanted to go. Not right now at least.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” She smiles, shooing me away with her eyes. Clearly, I’m dismissed.

I give her a small, forced smile in return and close her office door behind me.

“Bye, Mac,” I say packing up my laptop.

“You heading out already?” he asks.

“Yep,” I said. “April didn’t have anything else for me to do.”

“You can finish my article,” he jokes, spinning a pen around his fingers.

I laugh. “I think it kind of defeats the purpose of doing your job.”

“You’re right, of course. I’ll see you in the morning. Maybe we can get those drinks tomorrow?” he suggests eagerly.

I clamp my lips shut tight so the groan I’m suppressing won’t emerge.

“Maybe.” I shrug, my half answer clearly not what he wants to hear, and I skedaddle out of there before he adds anything else to his endless list of, “things Mac wants to do with Sloane.”

I sling my messenger bag across my body and put my purse on my shoulder. I stride out the double doors but pause when I see the black Porsche parked by the curb.

A man hops out of the driver’s seat that’s not Siva. I pause and the man smiles at me. He’s tall, not as tall as Siva though, and very muscular with blond hair. He wears a pair of nice dress pants and a dress shirt. He’s good looking with a nice smile and looks about Siva’s age.

“I’m Jacob,” he says, extending his hand. “I’m a friend and business partner of Siva’s.”

“Where is Siva?” I ask, taking his hand and looking around like maybe the hulking, brooding, man is hiding behind the trashcan or light post.

Jacob doesn’t answer me and instead helps me into the car and then climbs in himself.

Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten in the car with a man I don’t know, but there’s something about Jacob that puts me at ease. I’m surprised he’s friend’s with Siva. Already his personality seems the complete opposite of his.

“Where’s Siva?” I ask again. “I could’ve gotten a taxi,” I add defensively. I don’t want Siva or this guy thinking I can’t fend for myself because I can. I did it with Dev and before him. I’m not a damsel in distress.

“He has to work late. He’s a busy man,” he states, but gives me a smile. “And I’m sure he knows you can take care of yourself, but it gave him peace of mind to know you’d be taken care of.”

“Oh,” I say quietly.

Jacob eases out in the London traffic and navigates his way to Siva’s flat. I sit back into the plush leather seat and close my eyes. I pinch the bridge of my nose. I can feel a headache coming on. Great.

“We’re here, Sloane,” says Jacob what feels like a few minutes later. His deep voice startles me awake. I must have dozed off. Some company I am.

“Oh, sorry,” I mumble, climbing out of the car.

He chuckles. “It’s no problem.”

He follows me onto the elevator.

“I’m fine,” I say, waving him on, “you can go.”

He laughs. “You don’t have a key.”

“Oh, right.” I blush an unhealthy shade of red at my stupidity.

He laughs once more. “Plus, Siva asked me to stay until he gets home.”

I narrow my eyes at Jacob. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

He looks me up and down. “No, you certainly don’t.”

Thankfully, the doors slide open and Jacob opens the door to the apartment. Immediately, I notice my boxes no longer cover the floor. For a moment I worry someone has taken my stuff but then I figure Siva probably has a maid and she moved my stuff. Jacob walks down the hall to the family room and a moment later I hear the TV come on.

“Don’t mind me,” he hollers, “pretend I’m not even here.”

I release an undignified sound and go upstairs to my room.

Siva will definitely be getting a mouthful about this later. I don’t need his friend watching me. That’s insane. I pause on the stairs. Maybe he’s worried I might steal something? I know he doesn’t know me, but surely he doesn’t think I’m that kind of person, especially after he’s been kind enough to let me live here.

I open the door to find all my stuff has been moved up here but I don’t see the point in unpacking anything. I’ll live out of my boxes for now. Since I don’t plan on being here long it’ll be easier when I leave to already have things I don’t use daily packed away.

I dump my purse and messenger bag on the bed heading into the bathroom for a shower. This time I don’t collapse on the floor in a useless heap of nothingness.

When I get out of the shower I brush my teeth, longer and more vigorously than normal, because dammit I’m still pissed at Siva. His behavior is wearing on me. I’ve barely been around him twenty-four hours and already I have dark circles under my eyes and my skin looks sallow and unhealthy.

He’s the most frustrating man I’ve ever met. He’s going to kill me, I know it.

I’m already starting to resemble a walking corpse.

I leave the bathroom behind, flicking off the light, and change into a pair of blue and white striped sleep shorts and a plain white t-shirt. My stomach rumbles and I pad down the stairs quietly—if Siva is home, I want to avoid him at all costs.

The downstairs is quiet, but I listen for a minute anyway. I then tiptoe into the kitchen and rummage through the cabinets for something to eat for dinner. I’m tired and cranky, so I don’t feel like making anything, so I opt to eat a bowl of cereal.

I’m so fancy, I know.

I eat my cereal at the bar top and clean everything up when I’m done. I even go so far as to wipe down the countertops so there’s no trace I was even here.

I don’t feel like going back upstairs and hiding in my room, even if it’s exactly what I should do. Instead, I venture down the hall to the family room. At this point I don’t care if Jacob is still hanging out in there. I can’t stay shut up in my room another minute. If the only walls I see are of that room and my work place I will need to be admitted to a psych ward by the end of the week. I can guarantee it.

Hopefully if I watch some TV it’ll calm me down. Watching TV seems like a normal, innocent enough activity.

When I open the door Jacob is no longer there. It doesn’t mean he’s not somewhere else in the flat though.

The family room has light brown walls, a comfy looking dark brown couch, shag carpets, a fireplace and a large TV. Overall, it’s pretty cozy looking. The kind of place I can see myself curling up with a good book in.

I’m immediately intimidated by all the remotes and blinking lights. I might have been irritated with Siva but it doesn’t mean I want to break his very expensive TV. I study all the remotes and finally figure out which one goes to the TV. I change the channel until I find something I can halfway enjoy. I settle on some kind of pop idol show.

I curl my legs under me and wrap myself in a purple blanket I found slung across the back of the couch. I snuggle under the blanket. It smells like Siva. I find myself inhaling the scent like I need it to live and instantly get mad at myself. I throw the blanket off of me and resolve to be cold. Better to be cold than to be sniffing the blanket like I want to get high.

The show finishes and I change the channel to some home decorating show. I grab one of the decorative pillows and lie down. It’s getting late but I’m not ready to go to bed. My eyes become heavy and I finally fall asleep. 
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“Fuck!” someone yells followed by the telltale thump of something heavy crashing to the floor. “Ow! That hurt!”

I sit up startled. I try to stand up but fall to the floor. Somehow in my sleep, I wrapped the Siva-scented blanket around my body. I quickly turn the TV off and toss the blanket back onto the couch.

“Oh, shit, I think I’m bleeding.”

I run out into the hall looking for the source of all the commotion.

A slumped form leans against the door.

“Siva!” I exclaim.

Jacob comes running from the downstairs bedroom. He’s only wearing a pair of sweatpants and his hair is mussed from sleep.

“Siva?” asks Jacob in surprise. From the expression on his face I assume he has never seen Siva like this before.

Siva begins to laugh and the laugh soon turns into a tune as he sings a Beatles song. After singing a little of the chorus he frowns and mumbles. “I don’t have any friends. I’m all alone. All I do is push people away. Push, push, push. Just like I did with you,” he says, getting to his knees. He puts his arms around my waist and buries his head in my stomach. I gently stroke his soft black hair. Moisture begins to soak my shirt. “Nobody’s ever cared about me. I try so hard to be good, to work hard, I want someone to be proud of me,” he cries like a small child. “I’m never good enough.”

“Siva, you’re drunk,” I state unnecessarily.

He rubs his head against my white cotton shirt.

“I know,” he says softly, “and I need a cigarette. But I promised myself I would stop for you.”

I look pleadingly at Jacob. I can’t help a drunk Siva on my own.

“Can you help me get him to his room?”

“Certainly,” says the clearly shocked man. “Come on, Siva,” he adds, pulling Siva’s arms from around my torso. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Jacob and I manage to get Siva up the stairs and into his room. Even with Jacob’s muscle it’s a struggle because drunk Siva does very little help to us.

His bedroom screams luxury but with the very drunk man passed out on the bed I don’t have the time to take in the details. I pull off his shoes and turn accusingly to Jacob.

“Did you know about this?” I snap at him.

He looks at Siva and then at me. “No,” he says softly. Jacob sighs and rubs his head. “Siva asked me to stay with you. He said he had a meeting and wouldn’t be back until late. He’s never done anything like this before so I believed him.”

“Well clearly,” I say, putting my hands on my hips, “he didn’t go to a meeting.”

“Clearly,” echoes Jacob, eyeing my shirt.

“What?” I ask.

“There’s blood on your shirt,” he states.

“Blood?” I repeat, stunned, and look down at my white shirt. There’s indeed blood on my shirt where Siva had rubbed his face.

“Siva,” I say coaxingly.

He moans drunkenly and mumbles something that isn’t English and I’m pretty sure it’s not a language at all.

I turn on the light beside his bed so I can see his face.

Several cuts lacerate his face.

“Siva,” I say gently. I turn to Jacob. “Help me get him to the shower?”

Jacob drapes Siva’s arm across his shoulder and drags him into the bathroom. His bathroom is much like mine, only bigger and beige. Jacob deposits Siva on the bench seat in the shower.

“Thanks,” I say, turning to the man. “I’ve got it from here.”

“You sure?”

“If I need you I’ll yell.” I smile kindly at them.

He leaves then, and I stare down at Siva with my hands on my hips.

“I guess this is payback,” I mutter to myself.

Siva leans his head back against the beige tile and groans.

“What have you done?” I ask, taking in his ragged appearance.

He moans in answer. His eyes are closed and he looks miserable.

“Did you get into a fight with a biker?” I joke, but he still doesn’t answer.

I grab a washcloth and step inside the massive shower, bending down to unbutton his shirt. Somehow, since he won’t help, I manage to get the garment off his wide shoulders and toss it behind me.

“What happened to you?” I whisper, still not expecting an answer.

Tiny white scars pepper his chest and arms and something tells me they might go even lower. Each one is a different, unique shape, almost jagged. They’re nothing like I’ve ever seen before and they’re all similar colors which tells me they must’ve happened at the same time to heal at the same rate.

“Oh, Siva,” I whisper into my hand, tears pricking my eyes.

He still doesn’t stir.

I’m a big believer in circumstances making people how they are. I’ve never doubted something bad happened to Siva to make him like he is and this is further proof he’s been through hell and back.

I unbuckle his belt and slide his black slacks off and toss them onto the floor with his shirt. I leave him in his underwear and turn the water on. Cold.

“What the fuck?” he exclaims, coming awake.

“Language, Siva,” I scold.

“That’s fucking cold!” he cries.

“I’m aware,” I say, “I am in here with you.” I was also aware my white shirt was now drenched. I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know, we’ve really got to stop meeting like this,” I joke to lessen the severity of the situation. “What happened to your face?”

He groans in response—not like he’s in pain, but like he doesn’t want to answer.

“Tell me,” I coax. The cold water of the shower is beginning to make me shiver but I’m scared to leave him in here by himself.

“Can you turn the hot water on at least?” he pleads, shielding his eyes from the ice pellets.

I gladly comply.

“So what happened?” I prompt.

Siva rubs his face. “I was pissed. At myself, at you, at the world,” he laughs cynically. “So, I did what I always do. I drink. I was even more on edge because I desperately needed a cigarette. So, I was sitting there in the bar drinking when that man from your work came in.”

“Mac?” I ask, puzzled.

“I don’t bloody know,” he hisses, waving his hand dismissively. “His name hardly matters. The fucker started talking about you. He said some things … I’ll spare you the details. I didn’t like it so I confronted him and there you have it,” he says, motioning to his face. He suddenly grins. “On the bright side, he looks a whole lot worse.”

I shake my head.

Men.

“So, you were what? Defending my honor?” I ask, disgusted.

“Exactly,” he says, snapping his fingers.

“Siva, you don’t need to do that,” I scold. “I’m a big girl.”

“You didn’t hear what he said,” growls Siva. “It was disgusting and disrespectful.”

“He’s still my co-worker,” I whisper. “I have to see him every day.”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbles.

“Are you?” I ask.

“No.”

“I didn’t think so,” I whisper, shaking my head. I fight a smile though, because despite wanting to be mad at him he’s kind of cute right now.

Siva rubs at his face and the dried blood.

“Here, let me help you.” I grab the washcloth and wet it before dabbing gently at his face.

“Are you mad at me?” he asks softly, placing his hand over mine.

“Furious,” I say, but I can’t help my smile.

He laughs gruffly. “I really shouldn’t drink. Or smoke. Or breathe for that matter.”

“Siva,” I scold. “How could you say something like that?”

“You know those stories little kids read? The ones where the princess always falls in love with the handsome prince despite the bad guy’s effort to thwart it?”

“Yeah,” I say, wondering where he’s going with this.

“I’m not the handsome prince. I’m the bad guy.”

“I don’t think that. I think you are the handsome prince. After all, you did rescue me from the bad guy,” I laugh lightly.

“I’ve never been the good guy. Why would I start now?” He suddenly bends over at the hips and put his head in his hands. “Ugh, my head hurts,” he moans.

“Let me finish cleaning you up and then we’ll get some medicine in your system and lots of water. Deal?”

“You don’t have to do this, Sloane,” he says quietly.

“I know.”

“Then why are you?” he asks.

“Because, Siva,” I say, staring into his violet eyes, “sometimes people do things because they want to.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh,” I say, wiping the dried blood from his face.

He closes his eyes and his tense muscles relax.

“What is it with us and showers?”

I laugh. “This has been a very eventful two days. But, Siva,” I say, and he opens his violet eyes to meet my gold ones, “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Good.” He smiles once more and then close his eyes. 

I squirt some sort of fancy body wash onto the cloth and begin to scrub his body. Seeing all those scars crisscrossing his body breaks my heart. I want to ask him about them but I figure it can wait. I don’t want to push him too far.

I scrub his chest when I notice a tattoo over his breast bone.

Saia.

Jealousy bubbles like a hideous monster in my chest. I’m thankful he has his eyes closed so he can’t see my face. I’m sure it’s contorted in some form of jealousy. What could this girl have meant to him if he has her name tattooed on his chest? She has to mean something important to him.

I realize then I want to mean something to him. I want to hold a special place in his heart. Even after only two days he already holds a special place in mine.

“Do you want me to wash your hair?” I ask.

“Please.”

I grab the bottle of shampoo and lather it into my hands. I dig my fingernails into his scalp and massage gently.

He moans in response. “That feels great.”

I smile. I scrub his scalp for a few more minutes and he hums pleasantly in the back of his throat.

“Can you stand so I can rinse the soap out?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he replies, and stands up from the bench.

His muscular chest is suddenly directly in front of my face and I swallow thickly. He’s gorgeous. Model gorgeous. Siva has to be the most handsome men alive. I want to run my fingers over the contour of his abs, over his muscular arms.

Sloane. Oh, my God. Stop it. Stop it right now. This is insane. You can’t be thinking these things about Siva or anyone. You just lost Dev. Are you sick in the head? Get a grip already. This can’t happen. It won’t happen.

I swallow past the lump in my throat and climb up on the bench so I can help him rinse the soap from his hair. I’m thankful for the bench since he’s at least a foot taller than me—though at my short stature it’s not hard to be taller than me.

Short and chubby. That’s me.

He chuckles. “Needed a boost, huh?”

“I’m short. I can’t help it.” I stick my tongue out at him.

The soapsuds gradually disappear from his thick, inky black hair.

“All done,” I announce.

“Thanks.”

I turn the shower off and open the glass door. I grab a towel and toss it to Siva and then grab one for myself.

“Aspirin and antibacterial ointment?” I ask him since I have no idea where it is.

He grins and points to a closet door. I open it up and find a little mini pharmacy inside. He has a surplus supplies of everything. I grab the bottle of aspirin and ointment. He has a cup beside his sink and I fill it with water and hand him two pills. He chugs them down and hands the cup back to me.

“Anything else, Dr. Campbell?” he jokes.

“Sit,” I say, motioning to the toilet.

He puts the lid down and sits down, eyeing me.

I squirt some of the ointment onto my finger and gently dab at his cuts.

“I don’t like seeing you hurt,” I whisper when he winces from the pressure.

He jumps as if startled.

“Really?” he asks, surprised.

I shrug my shoulders. “I worry about you. Even more so now,” I say, motioning to his face as I put the cap back on the ointment.

“No one’s ever worried about me before,” he says, sounding like a lost little boy.

“I don’t believe that.”

“It’s true,” he laughs cynically.

I put the ointment and medicine away and turn back to him.

“I think you can manage to get your own clothes on,” I say and start to shiver from the cold. I’ve been cold, but now with no task at hand my body seems to be solely focused on the temperature.

“Are you sure you don’t want to help me?” He grins roguishly and I’d be lying if I said my stomach doesn’t flip the teeniest tiniest bit.

“I’m sure,” I say, shaking with cold.

His face turns concerned. “You better get some dry clothes on before you get sick.”

“Yeah.” I turn to leave, but look back. “You’ll be okay?”

“I’m not as drunk as I looked,” he says softly.

“Really?” I ask with a quirked eyebrow.

“No.” He grins. “I’m completely wasted but unlike most people I can hold my liquor.”

“Sure,” I say, not sure if I believe him. Could it all have been an act? I don’t know.

I leave his room and head down the hall to mine. I strip myself of my dripping wet clothes and pull on a pair of lavender shorts and a white button down shirt once belonging to Dev before I claimed it as my own.

Exhausted, I climb in the bed and turn off the light.

Just as I’m about to drift off asleep the door to my room opens.

Siva stands there in gray pajama pants and a black long-sleeved shirt.

“Siva?” I inquire curiously.

I can see his ears turn red and then it spread to his cheeks. He keeps his head turned slightly away, as if he’s scared to look at me.

“Sloane, I was … uh … wondering … can I sleep in here tonight?” 
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I gape openly at the handsome man standing in my doorway.

Any other time or place and the answer would be a resounding hell yes.

But this was Siva, and I was Sloane, and this shouldn’t be happening.

The word no is on the tip of my tongue, but it won’t come out. The word is lodged there, choking me, so instead, I blurt, “Yes.”

He smiles shyly, clearly having expected me to say no like I should have.

But around him I’m learning I can never do what I should. It’s like my brain shuts down and stops computing all together around him. Logic goes flying right out the window.

He climbs under the covers on the other side of the bed. The bed is a king size so there’s practically room for two other people between us, but right now it hardly seems like enough space. My breath is short and I can barely form a thought so I have no idea how I’m actually going to sleep with him so close.

“Thanks,” he says, getting situated. “I … uh … I’ve never actually slept with someone before.”

“What?” I gasp in disbelief and he laughs.

“Not like that, I’m no virgin, but I’ve never slept with someone before. This is new for me.”

“Then why now?”

“I don’t know,” he answers honestly. “I think maybe I feel safe with you.”

My breath stutters at his admission.

“I’m exhausted,” I say, even though now I feel wide-awake with him so close.

“Me too,” he says, scooting under the covers and turning on his side.

“Goodnight,” I murmur.

“Goodnight, Sloane.”




***




Somehow I did manage to fall asleep and when I wake up I’m literally draped over top of Siva like some sort of tree sloth. His scent invades my nose where my face is pressed into his neck. I lift my head and find in sleep he’s like a whole different person. So peaceful and uncomplicated. His face is free of tension.

I gently extract myself from his arms, which he has wrapped around me, and climb out of the bed.

I instantly miss his warmth. I look longingly at him for a moment before I force myself into action. I grab some clothes and head into the bathroom, closing the door behind me.

I take a hot shower and scrub my skin until it’s a soft pink. I’m trying desperately to get the smell of his skin off me, but it’s useless. It clings to my pores.

I wash my hair, rinsing away last night’s stress, and hope and pray today will be better.

I turn the water off and dry my body before wrapping the towel around my torso.

The bathroom door opens suddenly and I pale.

“Oh,” says Siva. “Sorry.”

I hold the towel tighter to my body. I can’t believe I forgot to lock the door. When I lived with Dev we never locked the doors so I guess it was a leftover habit. I hope, at least.

“I-It’s not a problem,” I stutter, wrapping my arms around myself.

He motions behind him. “I’ll head back to my room.”

“Yeah,” I say, nodding my head.

The door closes behind him and I turn to face the mirror. I brace myself against the white marble countertop and take several deep breaths. I turn the water on and splash my face.

“Get yourself together, Sloane,” I scold myself.

My golden eyes gaze back at me. I can see the panic shimmering in their depths.

Three days.

Three days is all it took for Siva Kapur to burrow himself underneath my skin.




***




“Scrambled eggs?” Siva asks as I slide onto a stool in the kitchen.

“Yes, please,” I reply, my stomach rumbling a little too loudly for my liking.

He slides them onto a plate, the steam wafting off them.

He’s already dressed for work in a sharp green suit with a white shirt and tie. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone wear a green suit, and if I’d thought to imagine it I wouldn’t have pictured it looking nice. But it does.

He sits down beside me and pours syrup over his eggs. I can’t help but laugh.

“You do that too?” I ask.

“What?” he responds, not knowing what I’m talking about.

“The syrup thing,” I clarify. “Dev always used to do the same thing.”

Siva shrugs. “Our mom did it,” he says. “Want to try?”

“Sure,” I say and he dumps a generous amount of syrup onto my eggs.

“Whoa, that’s enough,” I commanded and he chuckled.

“Sloane, uh …,” he begins, clearing his throat. “About last night …” He looks around shiftily and I straighten, bracing myself for whatever rude comment is about to come flinging out of his mouth.

“Don’t worry about it,” I say before he can speak, hoping to shut him down. I don’t need my feelings hurt this early in the morning.

“I … I’m not normally like that.” He runs his hands through his hair in frustration but it stays perfectly in place. “I feel very protective of you,” he admits so softly it’s no more than a breath.

“I have a question for you,” I start, hesitantly gauging his reaction.

He stiffens and tugs on his green suit jacket. “Go ahead.”

“Why do you always wear long-sleeved shirts?” I ask.

He swallows thickly and squirms in his seat.

“You know why,” he says, looking down at his plate.

I nod my head. “Your scars, I know. But … how did you get them?”

He slams his hand against the counter. His jaw tightens and his teeth clench. He turns to me and his violet eyes burn with fire. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes?” I speak hesitantly, but it comes out sounding like a question.

His face softens at my hesitance. He takes a breath to prepare himself and then plunges on. “My father threw me through a window.”

I gasp in horror. “No.”

“Yes, he did. That was ten years ago.” Siva takes a sip of his juice. “I never did live up to what he wanted me to be. I was the oldest and he wanted me to follow in his footsteps. I wanted to please him but I went through a bit of a rebellious stage. Well, rebellious is a bit of an understatement,” he concedes. “It’s funny now … Rajas disowned me but I’m the one who succeeded. Now I’m his biggest rival in business. My dad wasn’t always the hardened man you see today. My father changed after my sister died. He blamed me for her death. He drove my mom away and then he nearly killed me. Only Devak stayed by his side. Maybe that makes Devak the better man but after everything he did I had no respect for my father.”

“Sister? I didn’t know you had a sister,” I breathe in shock.

He nods his head. “Her name was Saia. She killed herself when she was only fourteen,” he whispers.

Saia. The name he has tattooed on his chest.

“I’m not surprised you didn’t know about her. My dad pretended she had never existed after she died and Devak followed suit. I couldn’t forget though.” He hands his head as if in shame. “She doesn’t deserve to be forgotten. She was the best of us.”

“That’s horrible,” I say and mean it.

“What’s done is done. You can’t change the past.” He clears his throat and grabs our plates. “We better get to work.”

“Oh, right,” I say, startled. I want to hear so much more about his life, to learn everything. I’m beginning to see I didn’t know Dev at all, and it makes me sad. How could I live and love someone for so long and not even know he had a sister? What other things had he not told me? Was it his version of protecting me or did he not love me or trust me enough to know?

I stand and smooth the skirt of my dress down. It’s not a fancy dress, not like the one I wore the first night here for dinner. Honestly, I own most of my dresses for comfort and hardly care what they look like.

“Where’s Jacob?” I ask, looking around.

“He left already,” says Siva, grabbing his stuff and heading for the door.

“I’m sure Mac will be awesome today,” I say, sarcastically.

“That guy is a jerk,” snaps Siva, and his fists clench at his sides. “You should stay away from him.”

“Thanks for the advice but I think I can decide for myself.”

I already avoid Mac as much as I can anyway. It’s not always easy when he’s popping his head over the partition like a whack-a-mole but at least I try.

“Of course,” he says, and his violet eyes flash.

I strap my messenger bag across my shoulder and grab my purse before climbing into the elevator, which Siva keeps open for me. The ride down to the garage is silent.

Siva unlocks the Porsche and I scurry in before the moody man can decide to leave me behind.

The ride to Avid News is as silent as the one in the elevator was. I keep wringing my hands together imagining five hundred different scenarios for my day. I hope Mac won’t bother coming in today, but I’m sure my luck isn’t good enough. Siva parks at the front of the building. I open the car door and start to get out out but I’m pulled roughly back inside by Siva.

“Sloane,” he says and clears his throat. “I sincerely hope I did not cause a problem for you.”

I try to smile. “It’ll be fine,” I say, with a dismissive wave of my hand.

“Still,” he mutters. “My behavior was careless and I put you in a difficult situation with your job.”

“Siva, I really have to go,” I say, pointing to the building and trying to untangle myself from his grip.

“Right,” he coughs and lets go. “Watch out for that guy. I mean it. I don’t trust him.”

“I will,” I say, hoping to alleviate some of his worry. “Will I see you for dinner?”

“Certainly,” he says, and straightens in his seat, tugging on his suit jacket.

I close the car door and wave. I don’t know if Siva waved back. The windows are far too tinted.

I scurry up the cement gray steps and hustle into the building. I can hear fingers clacking on keyboards and the sound of the coffee maker percolating. I make my way to my desk bracing myself for Mac’s wrath. I know he’ll be mad about the scuffle with Siva.

He isn’t at his desk and I send up a silent prayer. I slide into my chair, pull out my computer, and read over the assignment April has left on my desk.

I’ve started typing when a dark, ominous shadow creeps over me. I shiver from the sheer feeling of the presence.

“Sloane.”

So much for my luck.

“Mac,” I say, saving my document and sliding my chair around so I can lean back and look up at him.

His right eye is an ugly purple and green. Like Siva, cuts litter his face. His lip is split and he all around looks like hell.

“Whew, you look terrible,” I say lightly, hoping for levity in this situation.

He laughs but it isn’t his normal laugh. For some reason the sound frightens me. My grip tightens on my chair.

“I’m sure you already know what happened. That psycho boyfriend of yours attacked me,” Mac glowers.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I defend, bristling.

Mac leers down at me. “I don’t care what he is. The guy is crazy and I think you owe me.”

I gulp. This is bad.

“A drink. One. That’s all I ask,” he says, flipping his shaggy curls over his eye so he can glare at me better.

“One?” I swallow thickly.

“One.” He grins, realizing he’s winning.

“Fine,” I whisper back, even if I don’t want to agree.

“Tonight,” he demands. “Across the road. We can walk over after work,” he says, smiling like the Cheshire cat.

I nod my head and he takes it as the affirmation he needs and bounces over to his desk.

At least someone is happy.
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Whenever you’re dreading something, the time beforehand always flies by and that’s what happens to me as the minutes tick by until I have to share a drink with Mac.

Just one.

Only one.

One.

I hope.

I bury my head in my hands. Was I never allowed one day of peace?

I pull out my iPhone and send Siva a quick text telling him I’m working late and I’ll take a taxi home. There’s no way in hell I’m going to tell him I agreed to have a drink with Mac. On the other hand, maybe I should. That way I would be able to get out of it. But knowing Mac, he’ll only finagle me into it at another time. It’s best to do it and get it over with.

I shove my hair back and grab a hair tie from my desk drawer. I tighten the band around my hair until it’s almost painful.

My phone dings with a return text from Siva. He says not to bother with a taxi he’ll come get me when I’m done. I text back and say thanks. At least I won’t have to pay for a taxi.

I finish my article and turn it into April. Mac is right behind me. He touches me briefly on my waist, startling me.

It’s going to be a long evening.

I go back to my desk, turn my computer off, and gather up my bags.

Mac comes back grinning.

“Ready for a drink?”

No.

“Yes,” I say instead.

“Great.” He grins, completely oblivious to the fact I don’t want to do this and he coerced me into it.

“As friends,” I add bluntly. “Just two friends getting a drink and hanging out,” I clarify for him before he gets any ideas.

“Of course,” he says, but his smile dims. “Just friends.”

I smile in a friendly manner, I don’t want to hurt the guy after all. “Well, let’s go,” I say, motioning to the door.

He instantly brightens again for which I’m thankful.

We go out and across the street to the bar. TV’s blare with some sport—sports hold no interest for me—and men yell loudly while swinging their beers around. Lovely, just lovely.

Everything in the bar is dark blue and dark wood tones. Very manly.

Mac sidles up to the bar where there are two empty seats. He pulls one of the leather stools out for me.

“Thanks,” I say, taking the seat. I put my messenger bag and purse on the floor at my feet.

Mac slides onto the seat next to me and waves for the bartender.

“What can I get you?” asks the heavily tattooed man.

Mac rattles off what he wants and then points to me to place my order.

“Uh … I’ll have water.”

The bar tender disappeared to get our drinks.

“Water? That’s it?” asks Mac. “You can’t come to a bar and order water.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I don’t drink. It’s part of the reason I turn you down every time you ask me to go for drinks.”

The other reason being I know you undress me with your eyes on a daily basis and would love to do it with your hands.

“We didn’t have to come to a bar,” Mac says.

I shrug my shoulders. “I have no problem with other people drinking. I just don’t partake myself and bars aren’t exactly my kind of hangout place.”

“Hmm,” he hums, grabbing his beer the second after the bartender places it on the wooden countertop.

I stare idly at the condensation already forming on my glass of water. The tiny droplets bead and bleed down the glass in maze-like lines before pooling into a puddle on the coaster.




“Hello? Sloane? Are you listening to me?”

“Uh …” That would be a big fat no. I wasn’t paying attention and didn’t know he was even talking. In my defense it is loud in here between the TV and men yelling when the score doesn’t go the way they want.

“I didn’t think so,” snaps Mac, shaking his head. If he hadn’t been so persistent in his quest to get me out, even after many times of being upfront and honest with him that I’m not interested, I’d feel sorry for him. But he knows I don’t see him any other way than as friends and yet he keeps trying to make something happen. After a pause, he asks, “Is it because of the money?”

“What?” I blurt, not following.

“Were you only with Dev because of his money? Is that why you’re sidling up to his brother now that he’s gone?” Mac’s green eyes seem to pale and narrow on me with judgment.

I gasp offended. “How dare you say such a thing,” I spit, my eyes burning with anger and hurt anyone, especially someone I’d consider somewhat a friend, would think such a thing of me. “I loved Dev with all my heart. How dare you—how dare you question that,” I choke, pointing an accusing finger at him. “Siva is simply helping me out because he feels he owes it to Dev to take care of me. Siva and Dev didn’t have much of a relationship. Mac, I can’t believe you would think I was that shallow.”

“I’m sorry,” says Mac, and to give him credit he does look contrite.

“I should go,” I say, grabbing my stuff. I didn’t want to be here in the first place and now I really don’t want to be here.

“No, please stay. I’ll be on my best behavior,” Mac pleads, putting his hand over mine with a light pressure.

“All right,” I agree reluctantly—mostly because I’m sure if I end the night early he’ll continue to beg me to go out.

“Thanks for coming,” he says.

“No problem. We’re friends,” I remind him. We weren’t good friends, more like work buddies, but I felt it important to remind him of this aspect of our relationship.

I swear he rolls his eyes.

He nurses his beer and keeps an eye on the TV. I take a sip of water and risk a glance at my watch. How much longer will I have to stay in order not to seem rude?

Is five more seconds acceptable?

Probably not, unfortunately.

“So,” begins Mac, turning to me and away from the big screen, “any big plans for the weekend?” he questions.

“None that I know of. I’ll probably hang around in the house, watching bad movies, and eating way too many chocolate chip cookies. What about you?”

Mac chuckles and signals the bartender to bring him another beer. My water is still full.

“My parents are coming to visit. So, I’ll have to listen to my dad tell me what a failure I am,” Mac groans, dropping his head as he nurses his second beer.

“You’re not a failure, Mac,” I say softly.

“Aren’t I?” he asks. “My dad wanted me to be a lawyer and I did law school for a while but decided it wasn’t for me and here I am today,” he says spreading his arms wide. “My dad’s never quite gotten over it. I’m the dropout. The family pariah.”

“I think kids are made to disappoint their parents,” I reason. “Do you think my mom wanted me to come here?”

Mac shakes his head. “Sloane, you could never be a disappointment.”

“Whatever you say.” I shrug and sip my now warm water. I don’t remind him I constantly disappoint him by turning him down.

We lapse into easy conversation from there and it’s a huge relief to me to have some of the tension disappear.

That is until Mac is halfway through his third beer.

His hand creeps up my calf, to my knee, and then under my skirt to the top of my thigh. Every muscle in my body tightens. My pulse pounds in my ears like the roar of an ocean. His hand creeps even higher and sweat beads on my forehead.

You’d think in this situation I’d shove his hand away, but honestly I’m so taken aback by his boldness I freeze, unable to move.

After a moment, I manage to gather my wits before his hand can get any higher. “I need some air,” I say, jumping up from my seat. I grab my bags and run out the door. I can still feel his fingers creeping over my skin despite their absence.

Fresh spring air floods my lungs as I exit the bar. I duck around the corner of the building, out of sight of the window, but in sight of the street, and pull out my phone. I call Siva. He’s programed all of his information into my phone. I’m not even surprised.

“Kapur,” he answers.

“Siva, it’s me,” I say breathlessly, my cheeks are flushed and it’s not from having had a drink.

“Sloane, what’s wrong?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I try to hastily recover my composure. “I-I’m ready to get picked up. I’m across the street from my work.”

“I’ll be there soon,” he says.

“Thank you,” I breathe, but he’s already hung up.	

I try to blend into the shadows and draw as little attention to myself as possible. Despite it being spring the air is quite nippy, but at least it’s not raining. Still, I wish desperately I had a sweater. I wrap my arms around myself and lean against the building. Time seems to slow down. I hum a tune to myself to fill the never-ending silence and wish I could twitch my nose and be at Siva’s flat.

A man exits the bar and looks both ways before pausing when his glance lands in my direction. I sink further into the shadows wishing I could melt into the wall.

It’s the worst decision I could ever make.

He saunters toward me at a slightly awkward gait. I recognize him instantly and know this can’t be good.

Oh, shit, oh shit, oh shit.

I suddenly realize how weak and defenseless I am. I have my purse, which is heavy enough to do a little damage, but I know not enough to ward off someone so much larger than me.

You stupid idiot, why didn’t you get some pepper spray or a pocketknife or something?

“Sloane,” he leers. “I believe you’ve had enough fresh air.”

“No, not enough yet, sorry. Give me another minute and I’ll be back in,” I squeak in fear. I hate how small my voice is now, and the way he smiles he knows I’m scared.

“Sloane, Sloane, Sloane,” he clucks his tongue and his beer-ridden breath engulfs me. He unexpectedly shoves me against the brick exterior and it knocks the breath out of me. Both of his hands rest close to my body while he uses the rest to press into me, preventing any sort of escape. Fear ensnares me like a vicious drug. He spreads my legs with his thigh. At least my skirt is long enough he can’t spread them a lot.

“Sloane,” he breathes into my hair. I want to scream at him to stop saying my name. I’ve never ever hated my name before, but in this moment I do. Tears threaten to leak out of my eyes. His hands move down to my legs, lifting my skirt, while his body presses me forcefully into the wall. The bulge in his pants rubs against my leg and bile rises in my throat. My heart roars like a thundering train in my ears. It’s so loud I can’t even hear anything on the street.

“Mac, please don’t do this. This isn’t you. You’re a good guy. You’re not this.” And by this, I mean not a rapist. “Please.” I try to shove at his shoulders with mine but I can barely move them. “MacAuley!” I scream and try once again to shove him away but it’s futile. I never realized how weak I was until this moment. How utterly fucking defenseless I am.

“Come on, baby, I know you want me. You always have,” he rasps in my ear, in what I know he thinks is a sexy voice.

It only serves to gross me out even more.

His tongue roams from the dip in the top of my dress, up my neck, to my chin, before he settles his mouth forcefully on mine. Air can’t even breach my lungs. Panic ebbs and flows through my veins. I hope I have an adrenaline spike or whatever it is people have that gives them the strength to lift cars. His lips lock on mine. One hand disappears from my body while the other keeps me forcefully pinned to the wall. I try to wiggle away from him but it doesn’t work. I try to scream but his lips quiets the sound.

I hear the telltale sound of his zipper being pulled down and my blood runs cold.

I close my eyes as the tears start to fall. I can’t believe this is about to happen.

“Please, please, don’t do this,” I cry into his mouth. “This isn’t you, Mac. I know it’s not. This is wrong. You know it is,” I ramble, hoping to break through to the sensible part of his brain.

But it doesn’t work. Who knows how many more beers he had in my absence. He’s gone from drunk to completely wasted with no common sense whatsoever.

He groans in the back of his throat, not like he’s at war with himself, no it’s the kind of groan a man can only have when he’s turned on. How the fuck can he be turned on by the sobbing, fighting, pleading mess that’s me? The hand that has me pinned to the wall suddenly goes around my neck closing off any form of oxygen.

“Shut up, bitch,” he growls, his eyes dilated to the point they’re almost entirely black with no green and completely feral looking.

Tears leak out of my eyes. I know I’m a wet sobbing mess. Can no one see us? Hear us? Are we invisible or do people not care?

I’ve never been so scared in my entire life or felt so helpless.

His lips are back on mine and he shoves his tongue forcefully in and out of my mouth like some weird perverse form of sex. I bite down sharply on his tongue and he howls in pain.

He pulls away but before I can move he slaps me hard across the face. Blinking, white lights flood my vision and I’m immediately disoriented.

“Don’t do that again,” he growls, pushing me against the wall again and hiking my skirt up even higher. I try to close my legs but he forces them open with bruising pressure. He fingers my panties and begins to slide them down my waist.

“Help!” I scream.

“Bitch,” he snarls and shoves me into the brick wall so my skull clacks roughly against it.

Fight back! I scream at myself.

“Get off of me!” I cry, shoving futilely at him. I’m too short and not strong enough. No match to his height and strength. My only hope is of someone hearing us and so far that seems hopeless.

“Sloane, baby—” Mac says, stroking the side of my face.

“Don’t touch me!” I scream and spit on him. My body bucks beneath him trying to shove him off, but he barely budges.

“Ugh,” he groans, and pushes me more firmly against the wall.

His hands pin my wrists but that doesn’t stop me from wiggling around like a fish. I refuse to allow this to happen without giving it my all.

“Let go of me,” I scream.

“You’re a tease,” he growls into my ear. “Nothing but a whore, always flaunting your body in those tight fitting clothes. You should be happy I’m interested in you, you fat cunt.”

My tears keep falling even as the old ones dry icily on my cheeks.

“You’re an asshole.” I bare my teeth at him. If he gets close enough I won’t hesitate to bite him. 

He slides my panties farther down and positions himself.

“Please,” I beg brokenly. “Please, don’t do this.”

“Sloane,” he rasps, wiggling his hips, preparing himself.

I gag and feel bile rise in my throat. I wish I’d actually throw up, it might get him away from me.

Someone lights a cigarette near the entrance of the bar and I call out a plea one last time.

“Help me, please help me,” I scream as loud as I can.

The person turns and his face catches in the light of the street.

Siva.

“Siva, oh my God—”

Mac slaps me again and my vision blurs before his hand presses against my mouth, cutting off any more sound I might make.

“Sloane?” He peers into the shadows. “Sloane!” he yells, seeing what’s going on.

Something hard and heavy slams into Mac, knocking him over.

“You goddamn son of a bitch,” Siva growls and punches Mac in the face. I hear a sickening crunch as I drop to the ground, my panties around my ankles.

Tears streak down my face and my chest heaves as I struggle to breathe.

I think I might be having a panic attack.

Another punch is followed by a whimper.

“Didn’t I teach you a fucking lesson last night?” growls Siva. He punches again. “You don’t learn, do you, bastard?”

I release a loud sob and this seems to snap Siva’s attention to me.

Mac moans on the ground before going quiet.

“Sloane?” asks Siva quietly.

Sobs are the only noises I’m able to produce. When he tries to touch me I flinch and a look of pain clouds his face.

“Are you okay?” he asks. After a pause, he adds, “Dumb question.”

He pulls a phone out of his pocket. “Jacob,” he says, into the phone. “I need you to meet me at J and J’s Bar. Yeah, the one across from Avid News. I’ll explain when you get here.”

The other man must ask something because Siva huffs into the phone.

“Yes, I took the damn Porsche. Take the fucking NSX and get your ass down here now. Understand?” he asks and hangs up.

“Sloane?” he says my name gently into the dark and tries to reach for me.

“Don’t touch me!” I cry out, scuttling away from him.

“I won’t hurt you,” Siva sighs quietly into the wind.




Tears soak my face, my dress, probably the ground by now. Even though my clothes are mostly still on I’ve never felt so entirely naked in all my life.

“Siva, I …,” I start and then collapse onto him in exhaustion and defeat. He’s right, I know he won’t hurt me, at least not physically. But this man has the power to take my heart and twist it in his hands until it’s unrecognizable if I give him the power. His arms come around me and holds me close. “He … he was … he was going to …”

“I know,” whispers Siva. “I know. But I’m here now. You’re safe. I won’t let him hurt you.” He strokes my back, trying to calm me, but the gesture is lost on me. I’m too gone to fear. 

The two of us lie there, on the ground, while Siva continues to rub my back and my tears soak the soft cotton of his shirt.

The hum of a car pulling up startles me.

“Hush, it’s okay,” soothes Siva. “It’s just Jacob.”

“Siva?” asks Jacob, peering into the alley. “What the hell is going on? You have me over to play pool and then you leave like your arse is on fire. What is it now?”

“I need you to stay with this piece of shit and call the police,” growls Siva over my quiet sobs.

“What did he do?” asks Jacob. “I’ll need to tell the police.” He still looks skeptical. Maybe he thinks Siva is off the deep end like he was last night.

Siva looks at me and back at Jacob clearing his throat.

“Mr. MacAuley Grant attempted to rape Ms. Campbell. I got here in time, right?” he asks me, suddenly looking panicked. I see Jacob pale at Siva’s words.

I nod my head and he breathes a sigh of relief as I burrow further into him. Mac makes a groan on the ground but doesn’t stir.

He shakes his head. “I shudder to think if I had gotten here a moment later.”

Jacob glances at my pitiful form and compassion floods his eyes.

Siva gently kisses the top of my head. “I’m going to take her home.” He stands and pulls me up in his arms in the process. He doesn’t dip under my weight, which I know is heavier than usual since my body has collapsed. I’m basically dead weight at this point. With the fight or flight having fled my body I’m practically useless. I feel like I could sleep for five hundred years and I’m still not sure it would be enough.

“I’ll stay with” —Jacob glances angrily at Mac’s prone form— “this,” he spits in disgust.

“Thank you.”

Siva carries me to the Porsche and sits me inside. My panties are still wrapped around my ankles. I want to burn them. I don’t want them to touch me. Not after he touched them.

Siva, noticing my struggles, points and asks in a gentle tone, “May I?”

I nod gratefully and he slips them off. He then buckles my seatbelt before leaning his forehead against mine. “I’ve never been more scared in my entire life. What are you doing to me?”

I can’t answer him. I have no more words left in me. I’m entirely spent.

Tears pour fresh and vigorous down my cheeks. He closes the car door and climbs in the driver’s side.

As he drives down the dark London streets my sobs and sniffles are the only noises filling the car.

My mind can’t wrap around what happened; it doesn’t want to. To acknowledge it makes it all the more real. Panic and fear still sit heavy in my chest. I have never been afraid like I was in that moment. I felt so helpless. So alone. I feel shaken to my core. I want to shut out what happened but instead it keeps replaying over and over again. His hands, his breath, his strength. It won’t go away. It’s like I can still feel his hands on me. I feel dirty and raw. Ravaged, even. I want to scrub my body to the bone.

And, of course, my mind can’t help but think about what could’ve happened? It was so close to that point. One more minute and this would’ve ended differently, and that’s … terrifying. Timing really is everything. 

I shiver and Siva turns the heat up in the car thinking I’m cold.

But I’m not cold.

I’m not hot.

I’m not anything except for numb. 
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“We’re here.” He parks the car.

I stare listlessly ahead. My sobs stopped and are replaced by silence. I never feel like speaking again. Ever.

“Sloane,” Siva speaks softly like he’s talking to a frightened bird.

I don’t move.

He gets out of the car and comes to my side opening the door. He undoes the seatbelt and I all but fall into his arms.

He lifts me into his arms, closes the car door with a shove of his back, and presses the button to lock it. He carries me to the elevator, adjusts his hold on me, and presses the up button. I wrap my arms around his neck, and it takes all my strength.

“You will be okay,” he murmurs, climbing in the elevator.

At least one of us is sure.

The doors open and Siva’s apartment appears ahead of us.

He struggles to keep his grip on me and opens the door, but finally he manages.

“Oh, Sloane,” he says mournfully, as he carries my gelatin-like body up the stairs. “Why has this had to happen to you?”

I cling to his dark blue shirt like it’s the only thing keeping me tethered to the earth. I feel safe in his arms. I felt safe with Dev too but for different reasons.

Siva pushes the door to my room open and carries me inside. He sits down on the bed with me in his lap.

“Sloane?” he prompts hesitantly.

I don’t answer. It’s like I’m locked inside my own mind. I’m aware of everything around me but I can’t partake. I’m trapped inside a dark closet, hearing voices, but I can’t answer. The darkness is consuming me. Eating me from the inside out. My mind is a rollercoaster. Clear glass shards poke painfully inside my head. I want to answer him, to reassure him, but my lips can’t form words. It’s like my vocal chords have frozen. Like every part of me has frozen. Frozen in time.

“Please answer me.” He cradles me to his chest like a small child. “Do I need to call Dr. Fletcher? Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?”

Silence greets him.

“Damn it, answer me.”

“Don’t yell at me,” I choke on sobs as my tears start up again.

“Fuck. I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I thought you had gone catatonic on me.”

His Indian looks seem intensified in the muted glow of the bedroom. “Siva … just hold me,” I sob.

“I’ll never let go,” he promises.




***




I crack my eyes open, and the bedroom glows dully with shady early morning light. My sleep was restless. I kept having nightmares about what happened. And what would have happened if Siva hadn’t shown up.

Tears threaten to leak out of my eyes again.

Siva’s arms are wrapped comfortingly around me and he snores softly. His chest rises and falls steadily. His body is warm against mine—almost too warm. He still wears his dark blue shirt and jeans. The shirt has ridden up a bit showing off his caramel stomach and smooth muscles. His full, black lashes graze his cheeks like a lover’s caress. His lips are full and perfectly shaped. He looks carved from stone, but somehow far more peaceful than he ever is when he’s awake. I guess when he’s sleeping his demons can’t haunt him. In the day, they trail him like a shadow.

I roll onto my side trying to get comfortable in order to go back to sleep. But my mind won’t shut up and my eyes won’t close no matter how much I try or how desperate I am for more sleep. I try to deepen my breathing hoping it will help. Nothing. I even resort to counting sheep, and still nothing.

“Sloane,” sounds a sleepy voice near my ear.

I turn back over and am greeted by heavy lidded violet eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I nod my head but then the sniffles and tears leak out from my carefully constructed dam.

I don’t want to cry any more. Crying feels like I’m giving Mac even more power over me—the power to hurt me even when he’s not here. I want to be strong, not weak.

“Oh, Sloane,” he murmurs and pulls me into his arms. “Hush, little bird, I’m here now. You’re safe.” His large thumb wipes away my tears. “Hush now.” He rocks me. I cling to his shirt like it’s a life preserver. He kisses my cheeks, the top of my head, my nose, and my eyes but not my lips. “I won’t let him hurt you ever again. I’m going to make sure the son of a bitch goes to jail for as long as possible.” His fingers play in my hair. “I’ll take a bullet to make sure he never hurts you again.”

“Don’t say that,” I say, shaking my head. “Don’t talk about him,” I beg.

“I’m sorry, so sorry. This shouldn’t have happened to you.”

“But it did,” my voice breaks.

“Hush,” he says and begins to sing softly in what I swear is Spanish.

My eyes grow heavy and soon the elusive thing I was searching for claims me once more.




***




I crack my eyes open some time later. The room is fully lit now, and I figure it’s after ten in the morning.

“Feeling better?” Siva asks before I can barely take stock of my surroundings or how I feel.

I give him an incredulous look. Am I feeling better? I don’t know. My body doesn’t hurt much, but my mind … My mind is in shambles. I feel like someone has invaded my mind and completely ransacked it. I can’t form a coherent thought, and I feel like it’s a defense mechanism at work.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that.”

He hands me a steaming mug of coffee, and I thank him with a small grateful smile. I blow on it to cool it down. I notice he’s changed his clothes. I bring my knees up to my chest and cradle the coffee mug.

“That song you were singing to me … Where did you learn it?”

“It was a lullaby my mother used to sing to me when I had a nightmare and was too scared to sleep.” He looks away thoughtfully.

“It was Spanish, right?”

He nods. “Yes. She was from Spain.”

Shock pours over me and I look down. “I didn’t know. Dev … Dev never told me.” Biting my lip, I grind out, “I think there’s a lot he didn’t tell me.”

He shrugs. “Dev pretends our mother never existed. It’s easier that way.”

“What’s easier?”

He shakes his head, refusing to answer. I figure I’ve gotten more out of him than usual anyway, so I don’t press.

“Sloane,” he prompts, sliding onto the bed beside me and bringing the conversation away from him. I notice he’s brought us breakfast. “You’re going to be okay, right?” He sounds so much like a small child. Gone is the moody, arrogant, stubborn man and in his place is a man clearly confused and worried.

“I was almost raped last night.” My voice breaks and doesn’t even sound like my own. My hand shakes where I hold the mug of coffee. “Do you think I’m okay?” I all but growl at him.

“No,” he answers honestly. “But I want you to know I’m here to help you. My—” He seems undecided about something, his face steely. He nods his head once like he’s conferring with his thoughts. “My sister was raped,” he admits, softly looking at the sheets and away from me. “She took it hard. She didn’t tell anyone … only me. Then she killed herself. My father blamed me for her death. He said I could have prevented it since I knew about the rape. He’s right. I should’ve said something, done something, anything. I’m not going to make the same mistake with you.” He meets my eyes with a steely gaze. “That was the worst mistake of my life and I can’t help but feel like maybe … maybe this is my chance to atone for it. That’s probably crazy, but it’s how I feel.”

“I … I don’t know what to say.”

He waves his hand in dismissal of my words. “There’s nothing to say. The past is in the past for a reason. You either choose to learn from it or repeat it. I was never one to read a book twice and I won’t do the same with my life.” His eyes harden, turning more gray than violet. “Eat,” he commands, shoving one of the plates at me and nearly knocking over the scalding coffee. “You have to be hungry. It’ll make you feel better.”

“Thanks,” I say, moving the coffee to the end table and out of firing range. The last thing I need is hot coffee spilled on me too.

I pick up the fork and bite into the rubbery egg. I’m not hungry. Not one bit. But the look in Siva’s eyes tells me I better eat. I bite into the toast. It’s dry and flaky on my tongue like sandpaper. I swallow it reluctantly and am sure I make a face of disgust. My stomach churns as the dry toast settles.

We eat our food in silence. Neither one of us having anything to say. I can feel Siva building a wall between us, a wall I felt had recently begun to crumble, and I know soon he will no longer be thoughtful and caring but cold and clinical.

I hate this cycle and I don’t know how he can stand it.

He finishes his plate and stands. “Do you need anything?”

“No,” I say. One word. No emotion. I’m still locked inside my head, buried six feet under, trying to claw my way out.

I hand him my plate and he leaves me alone.

I don’t want to be left alone. But I don’t ask for him to stay.

Being alone brings all my fears back.

His face.

His breath.

His hands.

His lips.

His tongue.

His …

I close my eyes and begin to hyperventilate. All I can see when I close my eyes is his face. I open them and he’s there too.

Green eyes, shaggy hair, and his body pressing forcefully against mine. I clutch at my chest as my breathing spikes. My breaths pant in and out way too quickly and I don’t even feel like I’m getting oxygen. Is this what it feels like to have a heart attack?

All feeling goes out of my limbs and I fall listlessly out of the bed with a loud thump that has to have been heard through the entire flat.

I can’t breathe and my chest constricts painfully. Sounds of a dying animal escape my mouth as I struggle for air.

I hear the sounds of quick footsteps, a muttered, “Holy fuck,” and then nothing. 
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Whiteness. Blinding white. Too bright. The sounds of rushing. Clatter. Chatter. Metal clacking. Wheels turning.

My mouth feels dry and full of cotton. Someone holds my hand. I want to turn my head, open my eyes, but I can’t move.

I drift in and out of partial consciousness.

In.

Out.

Up.

Down.

I’m on a boat drifting out at sea. Floating. I’m relaxed. Languid. Nothing can touch me. Nothing can hurt me. I’m safe from life. I’m safe from thoughts. I exist but I’m unaware. Time slows to a stop. I can’t tell what’s real and what isn’t. I never open my eyes but at times I hear voices.

One voice stands out among the others.

The voice of an angel.

A very angry, grump, angel. But an angel nonetheless.

But then the voices disappear and I’m left with the blankness of my mind and the never-ending whiteness. I turn in circles and white and silence greet me.

“She should be waking up!” growls the angel. “It’s been a whole day!”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kapur. This is her mind’s way of healing itself,” says a pleasant female voice I don’t recognize.

“I don’t give a damn. You’re a doctor and I’m paying you good money to do something and you are doing nothing. Absolutely nothing,” he yells.

Whiteness. Whirling, blank, stark, white.

And then with a rush … Light.




***




My eyes crack open. They feel like they were glued together.

“Hey,” says the voice of the angel, clearly relieved.

“Water,” I croak.

A straw is promptly inserted between my chapped lips. I try to make a sucking motion but my lips and throat are so dry it’s nearly impossible. But finally, somehow, the liquid trickles down my throat. It’s cold and so deliciously wet. I suck greedily now. Nothing has ever tasted so good. Does water even have a taste? It doesn’t matter. It’s delicious.

“Slow down,” he commands, but it isn’t harsh.

My eyes finally fully open to my strange surroundings.

“Where am I?” My voice is raspy from not being used.

His hand massages my scalp. “The hospital,” he answers. “You had a panic attack and it resulted in a seizure.” He presses his smooth forehead to mine. His normally brushed back, black hair now hangs over his eyes like a thick curtain. It’s soft where it touches my face. One of his hands rubs my cheek while the other holds my hand. “I’ve been so worried about you.”

I feel his soft, warm, lips press against my forehead.

“We must both attract drama like a fly to honey,” I try to make a joke. “We’ve barely known each other and look at all that’s happened already.” Unfortunately, it’s pretty impossible to bring any levity to this situation. I feel certain if Siva hadn’t swooped into my life like the dark avenging angel he is, last night would’ve ended a lot differently.

He ignores my comments.

“Don’t ever do anything like that to me again.” He sighs. “I’m going to get you help,” he vows. “The best therapist in London. I should probably go too …” he muses with a sardonic smile. “I have a shit load of problems. I’m a fucking therapist’s dream.”

“Siva,” I admonish. “Language.”

He chuckles.

“Glad to know you’re feeling well enough to critique my use of language. It’s nice to hear your voice,” he says in his buttery British accent.

“We are in a hospital,” I scold. “You should watch what you say.”

“I like to express myself.” He grins.

His teeth are so white against his dark skin. He’s wearing the same outfit from … from when?

“How long have I been out?” I ask.

“Almost two days. The fucking longest two days of my life.”

“Siva,” I say, and he grins like a delighted little monster.

“Do you need anything else?” he asks going into doctor mode. “Food? More water? A pillow? Blanket?”

“No,” I say honestly. All I wanted when I woke up was water and I got it. “I want to get out of here as soon as possible though.”

“I can do that,” he promises with a smile.

He disappears out the door leaving me alone in the hospital room. Flowers cover practically every surface. The smell is overwhelming. How come people always send flowers to the sick or the dying or the already dead? It isn’t like they can appreciate it. There were so many flowers at Dev’s funeral it looked like a florist threw up in the church.

Siva comes back into the room with an older, female doctor.

“Nice to see you awake,” she says happily. “Does your head hurt?” she inquires, her eyes flicking over me.

“I feel fine,” I answer honestly. “I’d just like to get out of here.”

“That’s understandable. Mr. Kapur informed me of what transpired to cause your panic attack so I’ve prescribed you some medication in case you feel a panic attack coming on, all right, dear? I’d also like you to see someone to talk about what happened. Talking to someone can really make a vast improvement in one’s mental health,” she says like she’s reading off a script. “Let’s get this IV out of you.” She comes to my side.

For the first time I notice the needle in my hand and pale. I hate needles. She undoes the tape and slides the IV out. Eyeing my expression, she gives a little laugh.

“You think there’s a needle in there, don’t you?” I nod. “There’s not. After the IV is in the needle comes out.”

“You’re lying,” I mumble.

She laughs harder. “I’m not, sweetie.” She puts a piece of gauze and tape over the spot.

She then hands me a piece of paper going over the do’s and don’t’s of the medication she’s prescribing me. She keeps giving me pitiful glances and it irks me.

“All right, dear,” she says for the tenth time I swear. “Be sure and drink lots of fluids and don’t engage in anything too stressful.”

“Okeydokey,” I say, willing to agree to anything if it gets me out of here.

She disappears out the door, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

Siva holds up a bag. “Here are your clothes.”

“Thanks.” I take them from him.

“I’ll be right outside the door.” He points his thumb awkwardly in the direction of the door like I don’t know where he’ll be. “Just come on out when you’re done.”

“Will do,” I say, sitting up. My body feels weak but I think I’ll be fine to dress on my own. He leaves and the door clicks closed softly behind him. I swing my legs out of the bed and have to steady myself. “Whoa,” I say, as a sudden wave of dizziness overtakes me. I steady myself against the bed and wait for the vertigo to pass. I should’ve taken things slower since apparently I’ve been in a bed for two days.

I slip on a pair of jeans and white tank top Siva brought. It feels good to have my own clothes against my body instead of the itchy hospital gown.

I tie my pair of Converse sneakers and open the door. As promised, Siva is waiting.

“Let’s go,” I say, ready to get out of the dreadful facility. I’ve always hated hospitals. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I had been conscious for the last forty-eight hours.

Siva smiles. “Well, aren’t you … what do they call it … the eager beaver?” His accent makes the words sound so much more appealing.

“That’s the words,” I assure him.

He nods his head in the direction I assume is the exit. I follow him through the maze of the hospital. The smell of antiseptic cleaner makes my sinuses hurt for whatever reason. We climb in the elevator heading for the main level. Once the doors finally open on the right level, after stopping at five others to pick up hitchhikers, Siva makes a sharp right and then we step out onto the streets. I follow him out into the parking lot and to the Porsche. He opens the door and helps me in since my muscles are still weak and getting in the car is more difficult than you’d think.

“Do you want anything to eat before we arrive at the flat?” he asks.

I shake my head and put my hand to my stomach.

“I don’t think so,” I say softly. “I don’t think my stomach can handle much.”

“Fair enough,” he says tugging on his jeans.

I grab his hand. “Siva,” I gulp. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up that night.”

“I know what would’ve happened,” he growls but he doesn’t take his hand off of mine. “We do have to make one stop before we go home.” The muscles of his hand and neck tighten.

“Where?” I ask hesitantly. His posture and the set of his jaw frighten me.

“The police station. You have to give a statement.”

“Fuck,” I sigh heavily.

Suddenly, Siva grins. “Language, Sloane.” 
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Siva holds my hand all through the questioning by the police. His solid presence comforts me but I have a feeling he’s even more uncomfortable than I am. He keeps glancing around like a nervous fugitive ready to run. But he doesn’t. He stays by my side and comforts me. It means more to me than he’ll ever know. The last thing I want to do is go through this alone.

“That’s all I need,” says the officer. He’s bald with a thick mustache.

Siva’s grip on my hand tightens. “The bastard will go to jail, right?” asks Siva, his teeth gritted. I’m surprised his jaw doesn’t snap from the pressure.

The officer shrugs his shoulders. “There’s not much we can do. He’s a first-time offender.” He glances nervously at me. “Most likely he’ll be out within the week.”

“No,” growls Siva, standing. He all but pulls me up with him. He doesn’t let go of my hand.

“I’m sorry,” says the officer. “I’ll do what I can but it’s really out of my hands.”

“That fucker tried to rape her! Rape! If I had gotten there a minute later he would have! He deserves to pay for what he did!” With those words, Siva strides from the police station, dragging me along behind him. “I will ruin him!” he screams angrily as he opens the car door. I climb in and close it. His hands clench and unclench with his violet eyes roaring. “MacAuley Grant deserves to pay!”

He’s taking this worse than me, and I’m handling it badly enough.

“Siva, calm down,” I plead. His yelling isn’t helping the way I feel. In fact, it’s making it worse.

“I will not!”

“It’s okay,” I say, even though it’s not.

“How can you say that?” He glares at me.

“Because I have to,” I say and tears begin to pool in my eyes. “I can’t live my life looking over my shoulder for him. I can’t Siva. I can’t.”

He seems at a loss for words. His mouth opens and closes like a fish. His lips finally settle into a thin line making the scar above them stand out.

Finally, he says, “That’s why I want him to pay. I want him to stay behind bars so you feel safe. I don’t want you to feel the need to look over your shoulder.”

“Siva, be realistic.” I sigh in exasperation. “People don’t get a life sentence for attempted rape. It just doesn’t happen.”

“How can you be so cavalier about this?” he all but growls at me.

“Cavalier!” I cry. “I’m being realistic!”

He narrows his black eyebrows at me.

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

I sigh. “Even if Mac stays behind bars I wouldn’t be safe. No one is ever safe, Siva. There are pedophiles, murderers, robbers and rapists walking down the streets every day. How do you expect to keep me safe from all of those?”

“You’re right,” he says, rubbing the knees of his jeans. I’m surprised he hasn’t worn a hole through them yet.

He parks the car and then turns to me.

“Come on, let’s get you inside.”

Siva puts a guiding hand on my back. His hand is solid and reassuring. I follow him into the kitchen once we reach the flat. He rolls the sleeves of his purple shirt up his forearms. It’s the first time he has ever exposed any of his scarred skin to me willingly. He always wants to keep it covered. I’m sure it could be ninety degrees outside and he’d wear long sleeves, jeans, or a suit. His black hair hangs in his violet eyes, which somehow makes him look younger.

“I’m sure you want to shower. I’ll make you some toast and tea? Do you think you could eat?”

He looks like a lost little boy, desperate to do anything to help, so I say, “Sure, that would be great.” I doubt I’ll be able to stomach it, but I can at least try.

“Good.” He claps his hands together.

I give him a reassuring smile because I think he needs it.

I go upstairs and strip out of my clothes. I turn the shower up so hot it’s almost scalding my skin, then scrub myself with some kind of lavender salt scrub that has been placed in the shower. The scent calms and soothes me. I take time scrubbing my scalp. I probably scrape off a layer of skin in the process but it feels good. When my skin is a nice rosy pink I turn the shower off and dry myself. I put on a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I don’t care what Siva thinks. I pull my hair back into a wet bun to keep it from dripping down my back.

Stepping out into the hall, I quietly make my way downstairs.

“You look better,” he comments, leaned against the dark gray countertops. His legs are crossed and his feet are bare. He raises a cup of coffee to his lips.

“Should I be offended?” I ask with a smile. I feel better, though. So much better. It’s amazing how much a simple shower can change the way we feel.

“No,” he says with a soft chuckle. “You shouldn’t.”

I sit down and he slides a plate of toast in front of me slathered in strawberry jelly.

“Thanks for doing this,” I say, taking a bite of the toast.

“No problem.”

He sits down beside me. He sips at his coffee, cringes, and adds even more sugar and creamer. “What?” he asks, noticing my glance.

I put my hand to my mouth and swallow my bite of toast. “Would you like some coffee with your sugar?” I ask with a laugh.

He smiles. “This is the way I like it.”

“Do you want to rot your teeth?”

“It makes me sweeter,” he jokes with a wink.

“It’s not working.”

“Eat your toast, Sloane,” he growls with humor.

I take a bite a looked at him. “Eating,” I say around a mouthful. “See?” I point to my full mouth. “Should I open up and show you?”

He shakes his head and his lips quirk. “You amuse me.”

“Glad to hear it,” I reply and smile.

And I mean it. Bringing him joy or amusement makes this dark time feel a little bit brighter.
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Two months has passed since Mac tried to rape me. Two whole months. It feels like two years. Siva is kind to me but he has closed himself off from me. I haven’t felt this alone since I first moved to London. I’m not sure what has caused Siva’s change. I figured he isn’t used to confiding in someone. At least that’s what I tell myself. But I think it’s something to do with me.

A part of me wishes now I’d made more of an effort to make friends when I was in school, but I met Dev and he was all I needed, and his friends seemed good enough. But now he’s gone and not one of them has reached out to me. I realize how silly I was to think they might care about me too.

Mac’s out of jail, has been for a while, but he lost his job. It’s a relief not having to see him every day but I keep expecting to run into him around every turn. I told Siva once I couldn’t live my life looking over my shoulder, but it’s what I’m doing. When I go into a store I scan the face of every person in the building before I can relax. When I walk down the street I look at every face, searching, always searching. So finally, I stopped going out.

Most of my time is spent at work, but when I’m not … Well, it leaves a lot of time for me to think and dwell on things best left forgotten. I’m still taking meds and going to see a therapist once a week. I don’t think it’s helping much, but I’m trying so hopefully that counts for something.

I’m not sleeping much. I find myself exhausted, to the point of falling over, and I climb in bed and end up lying there for hours in the dark. It isn’t healthy. I’ve lost fifteen pounds since the incident, as I like to call it, took place. Bags are etched under my eyes along with bruise-like shadows. I’m beginning to think they’re never going to go away. It isn’t healthy. But it isn’t like I’m not trying. I do try … really hard. But nothing seems to work. I have no appetite and I can’t sleep. I’m withering away. Turning into a zombie. And I feel helpless to stop it.

I’m sure Siva notices, but he doesn’t say anything, and somehow that only makes me feel worse.

I open the door to my therapist’s office. Commercial grade blue carpet covers the floors and the walls are painted a soft blue a few shades lighter than the floors. Matchy-matchy. It’s gross. Standard paintings of flowers and landscapes decorate the walls. I suppose it’s meant to be calming, but to me they look like they belong hanging in a seedy motel. It smells kind of funky in here too. I wrinkle my nose.

The mousy-haired receptionist smiles at me in greeting.

“Good evening, Ms. Campbell,” she says. It’s Friday evening after work. Most people my age are out getting drinks or cuddled up with someone they love. Then there’s me, getting therapy that seems to be going nowhere.

I take a seat on one of the uncomfortable dark blue chairs. I set my purse in my lap and wiggle my butt trying to find a more comfortable position. It doesn’t work. It never does. I glance at my watch. I’m five minutes early and then I have to spend an hour talking to the stupid doctor. I’m sure Dr. Bernard is smart and knows what she’s doing but so far she hasn’t been able to help me. Maybe I’m a lost cause. I know Siva is paying her good money and it makes me ill he has to do it. If she can’t help me he shouldn’t waste his money but he won’t let me stop coming either. Believe me, I’ve tried.

I huff a sigh and wiggle again.

“Is there anything I can get you?” asks the receptionist.

“No, I’m good.”

She goes back to typing.

“Sloane, come on back,” calls Dr. Bernard, opening her door.

I stand and put my purse on my shoulder.

Dr. Bernard’s office has dark wood wainscoting halfway up the wall. The rest of the walls are beige. When I pictured going to the therapist I figured I’d lie on some kind weird couch looking thing and have my head poked and prodded. But that isn’t the case. Instead, I sit on a brown couch that’s actually quite comfortable and Dr. Bernard sits in a chair across from me. She has a desk and bookshelves and some pictures of her family scattered among random trinkets.

Dr. Bernard is in her fifties. She has few wrinkles but her hair is already gray. She has some crinkles around her mouth too like she’s smiled or laughed a lot over the years. She never smiles at me though. Today she wears a black pantsuit. She sits down in the chair, crosses her legs, and rests her notebook and pen on her lap. I never see her take any notes so the purpose of the notebook is beyond me. Maybe she writes in it after I leave, or maybe it’s only for show.

“How has this week been for you?” she asks, peering at me through silver framed glasses.

“Okay, I guess,” I say, with a shrug.

“You guess?”

“I’m still not sleeping or eating much,” I admit, settling into the couch for the next … fifty-eight minutes and counting.

“Why do you think that is?”

Dr. Bernard always answers everything with a question. I want to roll my eyes at her.

“Uh … because I was nearly raped,” and I live with a crazy, moody, arrogant, jerk named Siva Kapur, I add sarcastically in my mind.

She pushes her wire-rimmed glasses up her nose and studies me like a scientist studies something particularly fascinating.

“How do you think you’re handling your ordeal?” Dr. Bernard asks.

And that’s how the next fifty-four minutes and thirty-one seconds goes.




***




Jacob is waiting with the Porsche when I leave Dr. Bernard’s office. This isn’t unusual. Whenever Siva has to go somewhere he always manages to finagle Jacob into “babysitting” me. I think it’s stupid. I can fend for myself.

“Hey,” I say to Jacob in greeting. “Where’s Siva?” I hate Jacob is picking me up at Dr. Bernard’s office. It makes me look mentally unstable.

“He had to leave unexpectedly,” Jacob explains before pulling into traffic.

Hmm, I think, could he not have told me he was leaving himself?

I’m so irritated by his avoidance. I’m not saying we need to be best friends or anything, but I’d at least like to be able to have more than a ten-second conversation.

I thump my hand against the leather seat and frown. Jacob eyes me but I don’t care. I’m sick of being ignored. I might be acting childish at the moment, but Siva is always childish.

Once back at the apartment I make myself a dinner of spaghetti and settle into Siva’s family room to watch TV. I don’t get to watch much TV when he’s around. I spend most of my time in my room.

I pull out my laptop and check my email. My mom has sent:

Hey sweetie,

Haven’t heard from you in a while. Should I be worried? The weather here is hot, hot, hot! I wish you would come visit or at least call more. I miss you, Sloane.

Love, Mom

I instantly feel bad. I love my mom. She’s the greatest person in the world. But sometimes she doesn’t understand me. She has never understood my passion for journalism or my desire to move to London. But she’s my mom and she accepts it because she loves me. I know it’s hard on her with Dad being gone and I feel like such a horrible person for ignoring her. Some daughter I am. But after Dev died I felt closed off and then Mac attempted to rape me and after it felt like it was easier to keep my mom ignorant. I haven’t told her about the rape. If I had, she would’ve been on the first plane out here dragging my butt back to Georgia. I don’t want her to have to worry about that kind of thing anyway. She frets about me enough as it is.

I hit the reply button and sit there for a moment thinking of what to say.

Hi mom,

I’m so sorry for not contacting you more. I’ve been really busy at work. You know, trying to climb my way up the journalism ladder. It’s been hard on me since Dev died. I’m living with his brother right now. I miss you too, Mom, more than you know. Maybe if I can get some time off I’ll come visit. I think my lungs are suffering from humidity withdrawals. How’s work and the dogs? Are you doing okay? I worry about you. I’ll try to keep in touch better.

I love you.

Sloane

I press send.

There’s nothing on TV so I read a book instead. My eyes become heavy so I make my way upstairs and collapse on the bed.

I wake up in the morning with a pounding headache and three hours worth of sleep. Not nearly enough. I scurry down the stairs and to the coffeemaker. I need some caffeine like yesterday.

I smack into a wall.

“Ow,” I mumble, rubbing my forehead.

“What are you doing?” growls a voice. “And what’s with your hair?”

I look up into Siva’s livid face.

“I thought you were gone for business?”

“I was. Now I’m back,” he responds.

“Okay then. And there’s nothing wrong with my hair,” I pout, stomping into the kitchen.

“Tell that to the bird’s nest living in your hair.” He follows behind me. Is he looking to pick a fight? With so little sleep it won’t take much to set me off.

I head to the coffeemaker and press the button. The machine whirls as it comes to life.

I pat my hair. Sure enough my hair is a mess.

“Coffee?” I ask him, trying to be polite, and pick up a mug.

“Sure,” he says, sliding onto a stool.

I’m shocked I don’t get a smartass response.

The coffee finishes brewing and I pour us each a mug and add sugar and creamer. In order for me to drink the bitter stuff I have to drink it the way Siva does.

He smiles slightly when I put the mug in front of him.

I sit down beside him not caring I’m wearing holey boxers that once belonged to Dev and a baggy t-shirt while he’s dressed impeccably. He wears an expensive pair of jeans that probably cost more than I used to pay in rent, and a light green sweater made of a thin material that looks soft like pillowy clouds.

“Just the way I like it,” he says, taking a sip.

I take a sip as well and familiar silence falls between us.

He clears his throat.

“I know I haven’t been exactly … the best companion lately.” He runs his hands through his hair.

“You haven’t been,” I agree. There’s no point in sugar coating it.

He flinches. “I’m sorry. It’s … I’m really confused right now. About a lot of things. You in particular.”

“Me?” I ask and coffee dribbles down my chin. I wipe it away with my hand since I can’t find a napkin.

“There’s something about you,” he continues softly. “I … I want you to come away with me this weekend. Take off work Monday.”

“You want me to take a day off and go to some unknown destination with … you?” I ask, my voice choked.

“Uh … yeah,” he says, and cringes again like he was expecting pain.

“Why?” I ask incredulously.

He shrugs his wide shoulders. “Would you? Please.”

“Why should I? Give me one good reason. You’ve treated me like I have some kind of disease for the last two months,” I snap, abandoning my coffee. It’s starting to taste sticky like tar in my mouth.

“Because I want you to.” 
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I finish packing my bag for the weekend. I called April and she said it was fine to miss work on Monday. I think she feels like she owes me after the whole Mac debacle.

Those five words Siva said keep running through my mind. Because I want you to.

Because he probably wants to kill you where there will be less evidence. 

I zip the suitcase up and drag it down the steps. It thumps behind me like I’m the one hiding a dead body.

“Ready?”

“Yep,” I say, following him into the elevator. He has an expensive looking duffel bag thrown over his shoulder. What’s the need to spend so much on something you shove your clothes into? It makes no sense to me. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going now? I promise not to run away.” I smile as we climb out of the elevator and step into the garage.

“Brighton,” he answers, “to the beach. I have a place there.” He clicks a button and a sleek sports car hums to life. He pushes another button and the trunk pops open. The car is sleek and obviously expensive like everything else he owns. I try to figure out what it was.

“Siva, this car looks like spaceship.”

He chuckles. “It’s not able to take us to space. I promise.”

“What is it?”

“Acura NSX,” he replies, dropping his duffel bag in the trunk and taking my bag and doing the same.

The car is a smoky gray color and the shape of it is sleek. I want to run my fingers down it in appreciation but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

He closes the trunk with a soft clicking sound. This isn’t the kind of car you haphazardly bang doors closed on.

He hops into the car. I shake my head and climb in. I’ve never been inside a sports car before, but I’ve always admired them from afar. It sits so low to the ground I think my butt might touch asphalt.

“Ready?” he asks, but he’s already racing out of the garage. The NSX hums pleasantly as it races down the streets.

“You do realize it’s June and Brighton will be busy?”

“I am aware,” he says, his lips twitching with amusement. “But I have a place there and I want to go to the beach.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, pulling out my sunglasses. I don’t really need them with the tinted windows, but it adds a layer of protection from Siva.

“At least you fixed your hair,” he mutters under his breath.

Behind my glasses, I roll my eyes.

What have you gotten yourself into?




***




With traffic it takes almost two hours to reach Brighton. I’m ready to crawl out of my skin by then. Siva pulls in the driveway of a white townhouse on the end. It has a bay window on both levels and molding all around it. It kind of reminds me of the row houses in San Francisco.

“We’re here,” he announces unnecessarily.

“It’s nice,” I comment, and I mean it. It’s cute. Cozy, even. 

“Thanks.” He slips out of the car.

I follow. He’s always going and I’m always following. It’s really annoying. “You don’t strike me as a beach dweller. What with the whole …” I motion to his long sleeves and jeans, not wanting to say the words aloud.

“I’m not,” he admits, slipping a pair of expensive sunglasses on. “I bought this place as an investment. But I thought … I thought you may enjoy it.” He runs his fingers through his hair, looking away from me.

“Oh.”

He grabs his bag and I take mine. He leads me up the steps to the front door. He puts a key and swings the door open.

The floors are a light, beached wood. A staircase leads upstairs directly in front of me. The family room to the left is painted a pale yellow as are the walls in the small foyer. I can see the kitchen from here and the walls there are painted a pale blue. Everything is light and airy. Out back I can see a white pale stretch of beach.

Siva closes the door and flicks a light switch. I look above me at the sudden blinding light. It looks like an old fashioned fishing lantern.

“Do you like it?” he asks, his voice soft, almost shy.

“It’s great,” I say honestly. “Homey,” I add.

I haven’t even seen the full place yet and I think I’m in love. It’s cute and light and there’s something comforting about it.

Siva puts his bag down by the bottom step and I place mine beside it.

He puts his hands on his hips and glances around the place. He rubs his neck and sighs. Nervous, anxious, Siva is highly amusing to me for some reason. I love seeing him squirm uncomfortably simply because I always feel that way around him. “I used to love the beach. Before …” he trails off quietly and tugs on his long sleeves.

“You shouldn’t be self-conscious,” I tell him, my eyes taking in his gesture. “Everyone has scars. Some you can see … and some you can’t.” I look away from him and to the floor.

“Still,” he begins, “it bothers me. I can’t help it.”

“You don’t have to hide yourself with me,” I say, and mean it. I won’t judge him, even if he makes me angry most of the time. We all deserve to have someone we can be real with.

He looks up at me, startled.

I wring my hands together, my cheeks flooding with color. My heart beats a mile a minute. “I want to get to know you,” I begin slowly, searching for the words. “The real you. Not the businessman. Scars and all.”

“Scars and all,” he repeats as if in a trance. “No one’s ever wanted to get to know me before.”

“I do,” I say honestly.

That’s all I’ve wanted from day one. To know him.

“What if I’m not the person you think or want me to be? I’ve done some bad, crazy shit in my life.”

“Siva, you are who you are. I am who I am. Our past makes us who we are. I want to know why you are, well … you.”

He comes toward me, hope in his eyes. It’s an emotion I’ve never seen shine in their depths before. “Do you mean that?” he asks, fear lacing the words. I get the impression hope is a feeling that’s been absent from his life for way too long.

“I never say anything unless I mean it.” I swallow, and it feels like my heart is lodged in my throat. His inquisitive violet eyes bore into mine.

I suddenly find myself pushed against the wall by the steps. His arms are unexpectedly around me. His lips hover a breath away from mine and I think I stop breathing. I know I stop breathing.

“You confound me,” he breathes. My heart flutters and my eyes lower. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. He confounds me, not the other way around.

“I …” I try to say something, anything.

“It’s killing me, Sloane.”

And then his glorious lips are on mine.
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I feel light headed.

“Sloane,” he murmurs softly, pulling away when I start to fall out of his arms. “It’s killing me to fight this. I can’t. I don’t want to. Not anymore.”

I sway and his arms steady me.

“Are you okay?” he inquires. His lips quirk with amusement. “I might have to refrain from kissing you if you’re going to faint.”

“No, don’t.” I find my voice and twist my fingers into his light green sweater, plastering my body against his. He bends his lips to mine once more.

I think my heart is going to beat out of my chest and flop right onto the ground in front of me. My knees are weak. My toes are curled. And my lips … oh, my lips. Nothing has ever felt this good before. I feel tingly all over. I’ve never been kissed like this. I can feel the passion rolling off of him in waves and I’m sure he can feel my desire.

I didn’t know a kiss could be like this. So magical. So all consuming. It’s incredible and I can’t help but feel like every kiss I’ve had before has been leading to this one. That makes me both sad and exhilarated.

“Siva,” I moan his name, and my fingers move from his shirt to tangle in his hair. The scent of sandalwood, of him, invades my airways rendering my brain useless.

He groans, a throaty and raw sound that vibrates throughout my body, and desire pools in my belly.

He pulls away, his lips lifting, and his scar stands out prominently.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” he admits, gently tucking a piece of hair behind my ear.

“I’m glad you finally did,” I whisper, breathless. He’s stolen all the air in my lungs, I’m sure of it.

He keeps me there, against the wall, staring into my eyes.

“Let’s go to beach.”

“Scars and all?” I asked.

“Scars and all.”

This man tempts me in more ways than I ever thought possible. And temptation? It can be deadly.




***




We carry our bags upstairs. There are three rooms. Siva takes the master and I pick the yellow room. I’m noticing a reoccurring theme of yellow and blue. Siva gives me a peculiar look when I go into the room but doesn’t comment.

He’s crazy if he thinks after one, okay two, kisses I’m going to jump into bed with him. Oh no, this doesn’t work like that. My attraction to him might’ve been there since day one, but I do have my morals and sleeping together after one kiss goes against all of them.

I close the door behind me, put my suitcase on the bed, and look for my bikini. When Siva told me to pack he had told me to be sure and have a swimsuit.

The orange bikini is the only one I currently own. Dev and I had bought it at a little boutique near his dad’s beach house.

Dev.

Would Dev approve of my relationship with his brother? Oh, God. What am I going to do? I’m falling hard for Siva. In fact, I’ve never felt like this before. But is it fair to Dev? Is it fair to me? How can I give up on this fledgling relationship I have with Siva because Dev might not approve?

Dev’s gone. Gone-gone, as in not coming back. Dead, Sloane. You have to move on. You have to live your life. That’s what Dev would want. He’d want you to live. To find love again. It’s not your fault you found something in his brother. We don’t choose you we fall in love with, we just do, that’s the beauty of love. It truly is blind.

I finger the orange material. I can see Dev clearly in my mind. His dark wavy locks and dark brown almost black eyes. In my vision he gives me my favorite goofy smile of his.

“Sloane, you would look amazing in this. I love you in orange. It brings out the highlights in your hair,” Dev said.

“I’ll try it on,” I said to please him. He grinned.

I took the skimpy fabric from his hands and strode into one of the empty dressing rooms. I closed the door and shimmied out of my khaki shorts and army green polo shirt. I slipped on the bikini.

“Let me see,” Dev begged, standing outside the door.

I opened it, blushing.

He whistled. “You look amazing. I’ll buy it for you.” He leaned toward me and whispered in my ear, “if you promise I get to take it off of you later.” My tanned skin blushed crimson. Dev could always do this to me. His long fingers played with the strings holding the material securely to my chest. His dark eyes were hypnotizing me.

“Deal.”

I snap back into reality, dropping the bikini onto the bed. I can’t wear it. I can’t wear something Dev bought me around Siva. Not something as skimpy as a bikini.

“Hey Siva?” I call out.

“Yes?” he answers, coming out of the master bedroom in a pair of navy swim trunks and a long sleeved white V-neck shirt.

“I need a swimsuit,” I say softly.

His eyes flash from violet to gray.

“I thought you had one.”

I scramble my brain for a plausible lie. “Uh … it has a stain on it.”

“There’s a place right down the road you can get one.”

At least he doesn’t seem angry.

He has on a pair of black flip-flops and sunglasses rest on the dip of his shirt. He heads downstairs, and after I grab my beach bag I do the same.

Right down the road turns out to be two miles so we take the NSX. That’s fine by me. The car is a dream. Siva pulls up outside the store. It’s exploding with hot pink and green.

“You can wait here,” I tell him.

“I think I’ll join you,” he says, climbing out of the car.

“Oookay,” I say to the now empty car.

I get out of the car and follow him into the store. Some kind of pop music plays over the speakers. The girl behind the counter moves with the music while she checks someone out and obnoxiously pops her gum. The store is full of beach clothes, swimsuits, sunglasses, hats, anything you need for the beach can be found here. I head for the rack full of swimsuits and scan it. I pull out a gold colored bikini that reminds me of my eyes.

“That will look great on you,” says a voice over my shoulder. Startled, I jump.

“Siva! Don’t do that! You scared me!” I was never this jumpy before Mac tried to rape me. Now everything scares me. I get angry when it happens, because it feels like I’ve been robbed of something. Maybe it’s silly, but that’s how I feel.

“Sorry,” he says, and his eyes darken. No doubt he knows why he scared me and it takes him back to the same dark place I go to. What sucks though is being angry about it doesn’t change it. It still happened. And while it could’ve been worse, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t bad.

I don’t bother trying it on. I know it will fit. I plop it down in front of the teenage girl working the counter along with a floppy hat to keep the sun out of my eyes. She snaps her gum. I wave my hand in a “can we speed up the process” way. She blows a bubble with her gum and scans the items as slowly as humanly possible. I pay her and she hands me the bag.

“Thanks,” I say to her, even though she’s gotten on my nerves.

We drive back to the house and I change into my new swimsuit. I look down at the orange one in my hands.

“I’m sorry, Dev,” I whisper, and toss it into the trashcan.




***




Siva is standing in the kitchen sipping a beer when I come down.

“Ready?”

“Yeah,” I say, tugging on the loose one-piece. I guess I should have tried it on. I’ve lost weight since the incident and I didn’t factor that in. But hopefully I’ll start eating again and get back to my normal weight. I miss my curves.

Siva slides open the back glass doors and we step out on a deck and then down onto the beach. A family plays nearby with their dog. A couple of teenagers are setting up a volleyball game. Many people splash in the water. Siva picks out a spot and lays down a couple of beach blankets. He plops down on one and I sit down beside him. It’s hot out, but not Georgia humid hot at least. I put on my sunglasses so I won’t have to squint and stick my floppy hat on to keep the sun from burning my face.

I tug on the sleeve of Siva’s white shirt. “Scars and all,” I remind him.

He sighs and begins to tug off his shirt. His gloriously toned chest greets my eyes. Siva is tall and lean but not bulky. But there’s a current running over his skin that would make me very afraid to get in a fight with him. I don’t know how he has the time to work out. All he does is work. He’ll usually finish dinner and then disappear into his office where I can hear him in a shouting match with someone on the phone.

His scars speckle his arms and chest, his legs and feet—he’s riddled with them.

“You’re beautiful.”

The words fall out of my mouth before I can stop them. But I mean them. He is beautiful. The most beautiful soul I’ve ever met. He has his flaws, we all do, but I see past them to the good shining underneath. The problem is, most people never stop to look past the surface to find it.

He laughs harshly. “Hardly. I’m flawed, Sloane. Inside and out. For you to understand you’re going to have to know my past.”

Siva has never volunteered any information about his past. He never asks about mine, either. I have a feeling Siva isn’t one to live in the past but more one to move forward and strive for the future.

“So tell me,” I plead. “Make me understand.” I lift a handful of sand and then let it sift through my fingers. I don’t want to push him but I’m immensely curious. I’ve picked up on bits and pieces here and there. Like when he told me about being pushed through the window and about his sister but that’s it.

He seems to be gathering his thoughts. He has one leg stretched out and the other propped up at the knee.

“My dad … is … well, you know him. He is who he is. He wasn’t quite so bad when we were little but he was still like this. My mom was the complete opposite. She was happy and light and she always smelled like home. But my dad didn’t really want a wife or kids, he wanted us for show. He wanted to appear as a family man. My mom was okay with it and so were my siblings.

“But I wasn’t. I didn’t want to be controlled but when I was young I didn’t have much choice. He made us go to the best schools, boarding schools so were weren’t in his way, and he made us learn an instrument. He picked piano for me.”

“I’ve never seen you play,” I remark, remembering the grand piano in his flat.

“I actually like it,” he admits, “but I’d never tell my father. I don’t play much anymore. It brings back too many memories. Bad ones. I hated feeling like a show pony and that’s the way our father treated us. I’m the oldest. He wanted me to take over the business. He wanted my brother to work beside me and my sister to stay home and have kids. He had our lives planned out. We weren’t supposed to object. Devak and Saia were fine with it. Even as teenagers. But I wasn’t okay with being controlled.” He laughs roughly. “I guess I’m too much like my father in that way.”

“You’re nothing like Rajas,” I say adamantly. I don’t like him thinking he’s like he’s father. Yeah he has his mood swings, but he’s not evil and his father … that man is pure evil.

He continues like I said nothing.

“I rebelled in typical teenage fashion. Well, maybe worse. I was drinking and partying and smoking or snorting every substance known to man. I got in with the wrong crowd … the really wrong crowd. My dad reported me to the authorities and I spent some time in jail. It was probably the best thing my father ever did for me. When I came out of jail I tried to turn my life around. And then Saia was raped. She changed a lot after it happened. She went from being this carefree spirit to this … dark hole of nothing. She finally confessed to me what had happened. I hate to say I wanted to go back to my old ways, nearly did. But Saia talked me out of it. She didn’t want me to ruin my life for her. You see, I wanted to track down the son of a bitch and put a bullet through his head. He deserved it.” He turns to face me and I listen intently. “It was my father’s business associate who did it. It wasn’t some random street thug. It was someone we knew, someone we trusted. I think he raped her again; she had been getting better and the next thing I knew she was dead. I never told my father who did it. I figured he wouldn’t believe me. He still thought I was a lying thug. At least he had Devak. Golden boy Devak who could do no wrong. He was a kiss ass that’s what he was. He couldn’t see our father for what he truly was. Did you love him?” he asks suddenly, stopping his tirade.

“Who?” I ask entranced by his story.

“Devak. Did you love Devak?” he growls at me.

“Yeah … yeah I did. We were always happy.”

He glares at me. “Then it wasn’t love, Sloane. Not really. You may have loved him but you weren’t in love. When you fall in love with somebody you fall hard and you can’t get back up. You feel sick and breathless. You’re the farthest thing from happy.”

My heart stutters in my chest because if what he’s describing is right then I’m hopelessly in love with him. Can he possibly feel the same way? I want to ask him but then he starts talking again.

“I got into it pretty bad with my dad one night after Saia died. My mom … He had to put her in a home after Saia killed herself. My mom couldn’t handle it. He got even meaner and one day he went over the edge and shoved me too hard and I went through a window. No one else was home. God, there was blood everywhere and I hurt so bad. At least he didn’t push me through a second-story window. He looked at me and … he did nothing. He left me there to die. I probably would have. He left and I made it to the kitchen and called an ambulance. Then I passed out. I woke up strapped to the bed three days later. My dad said it was self-defense on his part. That I went off on him. He was rich and everybody believed him. He got away with nearly killing his son. When I got out of the hospital I moved in with friends, went to college, and built my business from the ground up.”

“Did …” I pause and wet my lips. “Did Dev know what really happened?” If he did and he still chose his father then I didn’t really know Dev. Not at all.

“Devak didn’t know.” He rests his arm on his knee. “My dad paid me off so I wouldn’t tell Devak. I took it. I needed the money for university. But once my business took off I paid him back and then some and tried to contact my brother but he would have nothing to do with me. Father’s sticky tendrils were in too deep.” He lies down on the towel and puts his hands behind his head. The movement does amazing things for his chest muscles. “What about you, Sloane? Tell me about your life.”

Siva asking about my past? Are we going to sing campfire songs and hold hands now?

Sloane, he did shove you into a wall and smother you with his lips.

“You really want to know?” I ask, playing with the sand again. A light breeze lifts my blonde hair around my shoulders.

“I want to know everything about you,” he admits softly, almost painfully.

“Well,” I begin, gathering my thoughts, “there’s not much to tell. My mom and dad met while they were in high school. My dad joined the military and they got married. I came nine months later.” I smile fondly. “They never had any more kids even though I begged for a sibling. My dad spoiled me but not in the way you’d think. He taught me how to fight off an attacker. Fat lot of good it did me,” I laugh. “My mom’s kind of an airhead. I worry about her. But … my life wasn’t there. I had to leave. So, I did. She never understood my need to be a journalist or my desire to come to London. My mom wanted me to be like her. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing because it’s not. But she wanted me to graduate high school, get married, and pop out kids. That’s not for me.”

“You don’t want kids,” he says and he looks almost sad. That surprises me.

“I do want kids. But I wanted a career first.”

“Ah,” he hums reflectively.

“I need to go see her. It’s been … too long. Far too long,” I whisper softly. “Siva, can I ask you a question?”

His muscles tighten and his jaw tenses, but after a moment he relaxes.

“Yes.”

“Do you … Do you feel sick and breathless and the farthest thing from happy?” I let the sand fall through my fingers like the sand in an hourglass.

He gasps. His lips part and his white teeth shine in the sun.

Time passes and silence stretches on.

I think he isn’t going to answer, but then …

“Yes.”
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I don’t know what to say. I’m shocked to say the least. It takes me a moment to gather my thoughts, and even then I don’t think I have them in order.

“Do you …” I choke on my words. “Do you feel that way about me?” I squeak. I hate how high my voice goes. It shows how afraid I am to hear his answer, and what sucks is I don’t know if I want him to say yes or no.

Who am I kidding, I want him to say it’s about me.

He glares at me like the idiot I am. “What do you think?”

I gulp.

“Have you ever felt this way before?” I ask. My nerves make my voice quake. I hate even more his answer even matters.

“Thank the Lord I haven’t. It’s not a particularly pleasant feeling.” He sighs.

Why do I feel so relieved he hasn’t loved anyone before?

I’m surprised when Siva’s fingers twine with mine. I stare at our joined hands, a jolt going through my body; I never want him to let me go.

He’s stretched out on his side and I’m sitting with my legs tucked under me.

“Sloane,” he says, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear with his other hand. “You make me want to be a better man. You made me quit smoking—“

I give him a look.

“Well, mostly.” He shrugs his shoulders and a smile almost lifts his lips. “I want to take care of you, Sloane. I’ve never felt like that before. Ever. It’s a strange feeling but … I don’t want it to go away either. When I saw …” His jaw clenches. “When that son of a bitch put his hands on you, I’ve never felt protective before. At least not since Saia killed herself. Saia’s death hardened me. I stopped feeling. It was easier that way. But you? You make me feel again.”

He presses his lips to mine and pushes me down on the towel. His body hovers over mine. I feel sheltered, protected. My lips match every movement of his. I think my heart is going to beat right out of my chest. Despite the space between our bodies I know he has to feel the wild drum beat.

“You. Drive. Me. Crazy,” he murmurs in between breaths.

I want to say, “Back at you, bud,” but my brain is too fuzzy to formulate words.

I hear someone on the beach whistle at us and I blush but Siva doesn’t stop. I’m secretly glad.

“Completely. Crazy.”

My fingers tangle in his soft black hair. It’s softer than I imagined.

“Siva,” I breathe and I can feel his smile against my lips.

After another moment he finally releases my lips but keeps his hold on me.

“This is … new for me,” he confesses. I’m trying not to drown in his violet eyes. They’re so purple. I’ve never seen eyes like his. So unique, like everything about him. “I’m sort of a.…” He looks at me, ashamed. “Love ‘em and leave ‘em type. It’s easier not to get attached. Then I can’t get hurt.”

I look down at our hands and bite my lip. My hair blows in the ocean breeze. “Are …” I find my voice after a time. He waits patiently which is new from him and I wonder where this newfound patience comes from. “Are you going to do that to me?” I ask looking back up into his swirling eyes. “I’d rather know upfront.”

He seems startled by the question. “No,” he replies firmly. “Don’t you see what I’m trying to tell you? You’re different. Different from all the other girls. Better.” He sits up straight but doesn’t let go of my hand. His hand is warm and solid in my grasp and it sends little zings all through my body. “It figures the one girl who makes me feel this way would have loved my brother.” He laughs sardonically to himself.

“I did love Dev,” I say and swallow past the lump in my throat. “But … Now I think I didn’t love him the right way. He was more like my best friend not my … Well, you get the idea,” I trail off.

Looking back now, I see how Dev and I weren’t connected like we should’ve been. I loved him and he loved me, but I don’t think we were ever really in love. And if I’ve learned anything over the past few months it’s we didn’t really know each other all that well—the nitty-gritty.

“Is what I feel … wrong?” he asks after a time. His eyes bore into mine. I’m falling, drowning, and I can’t get up, I can’t even breathe.

“If what you feel is wrong then what I feel for you is doubly wrong.”

“Do two wrongs make a right?” he jokes.

“No, not usually.”

“Not usually,” he repeats. “Does that mean you’re willing to try?”

I look out at the vast ocean trying to calm my racing heart. “I think it does,” I breathe.

“Good,” he blurts. “Good,” he repeats in a softer tone, his lips curling into a smile.

I deserve to be happy, and so does he, our pasts be damned, but it’s still hard not to feel like it’s wrong. But love should never be wrong … right?




***




“Let’s go out for dinner,” he says suddenly. We’ve come back into the house, showered the sand off of our bodies, and are now reclining peacefully in the sunny yellow family room. Siva sits on the couch and I lie with my head in his lap. Every little bit his fingers gently massage my scalp. I soon find my lids growing heavy but his words rouse me to wakefulness.

“Where?” I ask with a yawn.

He thinks for a moment. “There’s a really nice seafood restaurant near here. Right on the water.”

“Sure,” I agree. “That sounds great.” I pause. “Is this like … a date?” I can’t help but ask and brace myself for his answer in case it isn’t the one I want to hear. I even squish my eyes shut and hold my breath while I wait.

“Uh, yeah. I guess so. I’ve never actually gone a date before,” he says and the air gushed out of my lungs in a whoosh.

“Right” I chuckle. “Love em’ and leave em’.”

Siva flinches. “I can change. For you, I will.”

I hope he can. I really do. Not for me, but for him. I don’t want to lose Siva. He’s become my friend. My moody, arrogant, annoying friend but a friend nonetheless. I feel like I need him in my life. Like I’m incomplete without him.

“When do you want to go eat?” I ask, grasping for a much needed change of subject.

“Now, I guess. I’m hungry.”

“Sounds good.” I sit up and stretch my stiff limbs. My joints creak and pop like an old woman’s. So lovely.

I have on a pair of fitted jeans and an ivory, Greek style shirt with intricate beadwork along the top. Siva also wears pair of jeans and a fitted lightweight lavender sweater, much like the green one he’d worn earlier and his feet are bare. Siva stands and slips his black flip-flops on. I grab a lightweight jacket I brought and tug it on. The evening air has grown cool and I don’t want to get too chilly. I slip a pair of flats on my feet and join Siva at the door. He grabs his car keys and we leave for the restaurant. I didn’t think I was hungry, but now I’m suddenly starving. At least it looks like my appetite might be returning.




***




“You know, when you said right on the water I didn’t know you meant literally right on the water,” I comment as we trek across the dock to the restaurant hanging over the ocean on a dock.

Siva’s deep laugh fills the evening air. “I didn’t know it needed clarification.”

I smile at him. He looks handsome tonight; I mean he’s always good-looking but tonight he’s relaxed and it makes his features even more beautiful.

He opens the door for me, his hand on the small of my back as he guides me inside.

The hostess smiles kindly at us. “Two?”

“Yes,” Siva answers and he fidgets nervously. It’s actually kind of cute.

“Now’s the time to run,” I say under my breath, half joking, half afraid he’ll listen.

“I’m not going to run,” he declares, his lips lifting slightly, making the scar stand out. But his eyes still shift around uneasily like he’s searching for an exit.

The hostess places the menus down on a table and I sit. Siva clears his throat and glares at the hostess. She shrinks under his gaze. I don’t blame her. That gaze is intense when it’s aimed at you.

“I’d prefer something more private. Maybe the rooftop deck?” he suggests but his tone brooks no argument.

Her eyes shift to the floor and a red flush covers her skin in splotches. The poor girl looks ready to break out in hives.

“Uh … it isn’t open at this time,” she mumbles, sounding truly regretful she’s the one who has to tell him this.

“I see,” he says and she flinches at his icy tone. “Will this make a difference?” he asks as he slides some cash into her hand.

“Uh … uh … certainly. Right this way, sir.” She grabs up our menus. I stand and begin to follow her.

She leads us up a carpeted staircase. Everything in the restaurant is done in red and navy. Very nautical.

It’s cold and slightly windy when we reach the rooftop deck and I immediately understand why it wasn’t open. She motions for Siva to pick a table. No doubt she’s afraid he’ll bite her head off if she picks the wrong one. He chooses a table for two against the deck looking straight down at the ocean with an unbelievable view of the sunset. I gasp at the beauty of it. Siva pulls out the chair for me, clears his throat nervously as I sit down, and I swear I see a blush beginning to creep up his caramel colored neck.

He pushes my seat in and then sits down across from me tugging on his sweater. The hostess places our menus, goes over the evening specials, and then turns on an outdoor heater. Bless her. I mouth, “sorry”, at her as she leaves but she didn’t see. Siva does though.

Oh no.

“Sorry. For. What?”

Oh no, no, no, no, no. He’s not about to go all moody, arrogant, jerk on me, was he?

I bite my lip and pick at my fingers. I wish desperately I had some food, or even a glass of water to distract me.

“What are you sorry for, Sloane?” he asks again in that deadly icy voice.

I straighten in my chair, bracing myself.

“For your ridiculous behavior. The place she seated us was perfectly all right,” I say in defense.

“It was too loud and far from private,” he counters.

“You didn’t have to bite her head off,” I snap.

“Are we arguing, Sloane?” His lips twitch with barely suppressed humor.

“It’s what we do best.” I shrug my shoulders. My mouth has gone dry and I find myself wishing for water again. “Although it’s probably a bad sign. We should probably quit while we’re ahead,” I say and find my eyes moistened with tears.

Don’t leak, don’t leak, don’t leak. I repeat in my head as if the words themselves can form a dam.

“Arguing is a fact of life. Arguing shows passion. I think we’re both very passionate people, Sloane. And by the way,” he says leaning across the table so he’s closer to me, he lowers his voice, “I’m not a quitter.” He sits back.

I bite my lip and I’m still biting it nervously when the waiter shows up with two glasses of water. Siva orders some fancy wine I can’t even begin to pronounce, and I tell him to go ahead and order my meal.

The waiter disappears down the steps. I take a sip of my lemon ice water. The this-is-awkward meter has reached its boiling point.

“Sloane, come on,” says Siva, his British accent making me want to melt.

Hold your ground, girl. You can do it.

“Don’t be mad,” he pleads and his violet eyes get bigger. The waiter has lit a candle on the table and the reflection is doing wonderful things to his skin.

Sloane, I silently scold myself.

“Remember,” he begins slowly, “I’m new to this. Be patient with me. I-I’m trying Sloane, I really am. But you have to work with me. Please,” he begs. Hurt clouds his violet eyes.

“Siva,” I begin and snap my jaw closed. “I … I’m sorry,” I finally utter.

His face falls. “Why? Because you can’t do this?”

“I’m not sure I can,” I say and those treacherous tears threaten to leak out. Instead, the tears flood my eyes until my vision blurs. 

“Please,” he says, and sounds lost. “Please try,” he pleads and his voice breaks.

How quickly he’s gone from moody and arrogant to pleading and desperate. Everything is a roller coaster ride with Siva. A roller coaster I can’t seem to get off of.

“But I am trying, Siva,” I say softly, my eyes taking in the pure white table cloth. The place screams money at me and I feel sorely out of place.

He sits back in his seat. His hand rests on his knee, which bounces up and down in nervous anticipation. “Try harder,” he growls. The iciness returning and the little boy leaving. I wish the little boy would stay more often. I like him better than this … this … I don’t know what this is.

I think Siva’s biggest problem is it’s so hard for him to let his guard down. So he lashes out instead, which only hurts the ones who actually care about him.

“I can only try so hard, Siva. You know, a relationship isn’t a one-way street,” I snap, feeling my temper rise.

He looks shocked at my tone. I’m normally so even tempered.

“Okay,” he says, and his small smile returns, quirking at the corners. “I will no longer snap at the wait staff, deal?”

“That sounds reasonable of you,” I say.

The scar cutting above his lip reflects in the light. “So, maybe I’m being presumptuous, but what should we do for our second date?”

The waiter returns with the bottle of wine and two glasses. He pops the cork and pours the first glass. When he moves to mine I wave my hand and say, “No, I don’t drink.”

“Try it, Sloane,” he pleads. “It is lovely with seafood.”

I roll my eyes and swear I hear a chuckle rumble in Siva’s chest.

“Go ahead,” I say, to the waiter and he pours me a glass. He doesn’t fill my glass quite as much as he did Siva’s, bless him. I could hug this staff.

The waiter leaves and Siva quirks his head. “So, second date?”

“First off, it is very forward of you, Mr. Kapur. I’m not sure I should accept,” I say with a sigh and feel my eyes sparkle with mirth. “Besides, this date isn’t exactly going well in case you couldn’t tell.”

“My apologies, Ms. Campbell,” he says, playing along.

“But,” I sigh. “I think I must say yes. I’m thinking a movie date. A perfectly normal, non-formal movie date. It’s time you loosen your tie, Mr. Kapur.”

“I am perfectly capable of loosening my tie,” he jokes.

“Oh, I’m sure you are,” I say, and a smile lights my lips.

The waiter returns some time later with two steaming plates full of food. “Enjoy your meal,” he says, before disappearing.

“Who is supposed to eat all this?” I ask in shock. My jaw literally drops at the sight of all the food. He ordered enough to feed ten people.

“Us,” he answers like it’s obvious, which I guess it is.

“But, but, but,” I say, my mouth opening and closing like a fish.

He smiles patiently. I finally snap my mouth closed.

The plate holds a succulent lobster, oysters, shrimp, scallops, and other little critters I can’t identify. His plate holds the same. He dips a piece of lobster into butter and slurps it down. He motions for me to eat and to stop gawking, so finally I do.




***




“I am so full I’ll never eat again,” I declare, pressing a hand to my stomach. The food was delicious, but I over indulged, and now I’m regretting every bite I put into my mouth.

Siva laughs.

“I have to agree,” he says, patting his flat stomach.

He pays the bill, I don’t even want to begin to think about how much it cost, and stands, offering me his hand. I take it and he hauls me up.

“Oomph,” he jokes. “Did you gain ten pounds?”

“Stop it.” I frown and try to smack his arm. He dances away playfully and I smile, liking this version of him much more than the brooding and serious one. Don’t get me wrong, I accept Siva as he is, but his bullish attitude has never seemed to me like this natural state—not like he tries to pretend it is.

He laces his fingers through mine. His hand is warm and solid, his grasp steady. He managed to get me to drink a little wine and my head is already feeling fuzzy. It wouldn’t take much to get to me, though. We tromp down the steps and out onto the dock.

The sun has long since descended and the moon has risen. It’s a full moon and makes the ocean water glitter white. The stars sparkle like little winking diamonds.

“It’s so beautiful here,” I breathe in awe, staring at the sky.

Siva smiles. “It is.” His hand cups my cheek and his eyes bore into mine. “But you are a much more beautiful view,” he murmurs, and his breath tickles my face. He pushes my back against the railing. The ocean roars below us, drowning out the sound of my beating heart. His nose skims the side of my face, inhaling. “Oh, Sloane, what have you done to me? You have bewitched me.”

“Is that bad?” I breathe.

His white teeth shine brightly in the darkness. “I don’t think so,” he admits, softly. “I think it’s a very, very, good thing.”

I sigh in relief. “Good. That’s good.”

“Yes, it is,” he whispers more to himself than me. “Come on, let’s go.”

He runs down the dock, holding my hand, and I try to keep up with his long legs. We come to the end of the lot and instead of heading to the car he pulls me toward the beach and down on to the sand.

“Siva.” I laugh. “You’re going to get us covered in sand.”

“I don’t care,” he says and his hands fist my hair. “It’s time I start living.”

He lies on the sand, and I lie on top of him.

I press my lips to his smooth collarbone. His skin is soft and warm. I close my eyes as emotion overcomes me. I was falling hard for Siva Kapur, and I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get back up.

It’s a scary thing, falling in love—you never know if you’re doing it alone or if you’re in it together.  
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“Catch me,” I say, suddenly jumping up. I kick my flip-flops off and run as hard and as fast as I can.

I can hear his laughter behind me. Siva has such a lovely laugh and he does far too little of it. He’s always so serious, so angry, with only those brief moments where his soft side shows. I can hear his arms and legs pumping. Sand arches behind me as a giggle escapes my lips. It’s nice being young and carefree for a change, especially with Siva. After Dev died and Mac tried to … well, I haven’t felt like myself. I felt broken. But now I know I wasn’t broken, I was hurt. You can repair something hurt, like a scraped knee, much easier than you can repair a broken vase. But even it can be fixed with time and patience.

“I will get you,” he calls from behind me but much too close for comfort. I spur myself forward. A smile is playing on my lips. I feel free. Like if I run fast enough I might take flight with the birds.

I zig and I zag and then an iron bar wraps around me. Siva laughs, such a deep pleasant sound, and hauls me over his shoulder. He drops down onto the sand and I hold onto his shoulders. For being so lean his shoulders are surprisingly muscular. He lowers me so we are at eye level. We’re both breathing hard from exertion. His violet eyes are piercing, like they’ve got x-ray vision straight through me. I feel like I can’t get enough oxygen to my brain. He does that to me.

I don’t know how long we sit staring into each other’s eyes. My whole body tingles when he looks at me. I’ve never wanted anyone more than I want this sexy, complicated creature in front of me. He’s killing me.

“Let’s get back to the house,” he says, a promise winking in his eyes.

A smile spreads across my face. “Yes,” I say breathlessly.

He hauls me up and we head to the car.

We just don’t expect what greets us when we arrive back at the beach house.




***




“What the fuck!” Siva screams and the car slams to a stop rocketing me forward. “Fuck! Who did this! Shit!” He fumes and fusses, hitting the steering wheel in the process. He puts the car in park and hops out. I take a deep breath before I follow him. I know all hell is about to break loose. I close the car door behind me.

“No, no, no!” yells Siva pulling on his hair. “Fuck!”

I look at his townhouse and am shocked at the damage that has been done. The door has been forced open and then had something gouged into it so little wood chips litter the ground. All the windows are broken, from the inside, so who knows what all went on in there.

Siva crumples to the ground, something white clasped in his hand.

“Fuck that bastard,” he bites out in a scary soft voice. Violence rages behind his eyes on a tightly reigned leash.

“Siva,” I say hesitantly trying to get his attention.

“Don’t touch me!” he yells and I flinch jumping back.

“Do … do you know who did this?” I ask.

He unclenches his hand and lets the white piece of paper flutter to the ground. I bend and retrieve it.

You ruined me. Now I’ll ruin you.

Who could have done this? His father maybe? But this doesn’t seem like something Rajas would do. Yeah, the man is an evil dick but this doesn’t seem like his style to me.

Siva finally turns to me. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m going inside to survey the damage. Get back in the car. And Sloane?”

“Yeah,” I hesitate.

“Lock the doors.”

I swallow thickly at his words and fear creeps up my spine.

He disappears inside the house and his words echo in my ears. Lock the doors.

I open the car door, settle into the seat, and press the lock button. I begin peering around looking for anything unusual. Nothing seems abnormal. It’s a quiet street. People probably sleeping. Who did this?

Siva comes out of the house visibly disgruntled. The police show up a moment later. They speak with Siva, taking notes, and then go into the house. All the while I sit and the panic threatens to overwhelm me. I need my medicine.

I unlock the car and run into the house, not thinking.

“Sloane,” says Siva gruffly when he sees me. “I told you to wait in the car.” He’s standing in the kitchen with the two officers.

“I need my medicine. Please,” I beg, hyperventilating in the entryway. I can’t get enough oxygen, and I feel like I’m going to pass out.

His face softens when he realizes I’m not coming in here for the hell of it.

“Stay here,” he pleads. “I’ll go get it.”

He starts toward me and then up the steps. “It’s in the small outside,” gasp for air, “pocket of my,” another gasp, “suitcase.” I sound like I’m having an asthma attack not a panic attack.

He comes down the steps a moment later with my prescription bottle and a glass of water from the bathroom.

I empty out two pills into the palm of my hand and pop them in my mouth before swallowing the entire glass of water.

My breathing immediately begins to slow.

“Better?” he asks stroking my cheek.

I nod my head.

“Good,” he says. “Now go back to the car and wait. I’m going to finish up here and then we’ll leave. Lock the doors,” he adds as if I could forget. I can see he’s worried, a wrinkle forming between his brows. So, I listen. I squish my lips closed and scurry back out to the car, the pills slow my racing heart, and I can feel his eyes boring into my back making sure I make it into the car in one piece. Who does he think is lurking in the shadows?

I push the lock button on the door and wrap my arms around myself as I wait. It’s getting late … well maybe early is the better term. Time passes and passes and passes.

I grow bored. I have nothing to do but stare at Siva’s decimated house. It looks so different now than it did this morning … or yesterday. It seemed so inviting but now it looks sinister. The jagged glass shards leer at me. The ruined door mocks me. I finally have to look away.

I wonder if any of the neighbors saw anything. But it doesn’t seem likely. Wouldn’t they have called the police if they had?

Someone pulls on the car door, startling me. I jump and my head nearly hits the ceiling but it’s only Siva. I unlock the doors and he slides in, starting the car. He smells faintly of cigarette smoke. I don’t feel like calling him on it and after what happened to his house I feel like I need one too and I’ve never even smoked.

“Where’s our stuff?” I ask, looking back at the house as he pulls away.

Siva turns to me and sighs. “Nothing was salvageable. Except your pills,” he says, pulling the bottle from his pocket and handing it to me.

“Are you okay?” I ask after a while. The car hums around us.

He sighs, long and shaky. “Yeah, I guess so,” he says.

“You don’t sound sure,” I hedge. “Do you know who did this?” I ask him again.

He shrugs. “No, but I have an idea.”

“Care to share?”

“No,” he says sharply.

I look out the window at the racing scenes going by. I don’t know what to say to that. He doesn’t want to talk to me. He doesn’t want to confide in me. But he says he’s trying. But is trying good enough?




***




“Sloane,” someone shakes me. “Sloane.”

“Huh?” I mumble, coming awake and rubbing the sleep from my eyes. I smudge my mascara in the process. Great, now I look like a raccoon.

“We’re home,” Siva says.

Home, this was my home now.

I stretch my stiff limbs and yawn loudly. I follow Siva to the elevator.

“I’m sorry our evening was ruined,” Siva says softly while the elevator surges upward toward the flat.

“No one could have predicted that,” I say, leaning tiredly against the elevator wall. I yawn again. I feel a crick in my neck from sleeping in the car.

The doors slide open and we head down the hall. I wait a moment for him to unlock the door, then we step into the foyer with me slugging forward. I don’t know how I’ll make it up the steps. I guess I’ll crawl if I have to.

Siva trudges up the steps behind me and lays a steady hand on my waist.

I head toward my room but Siva stops me, grabbing my hand. His other hand cups my cheek. “Sloane, I want you to know …” He swallows. “That I … care.” He flinches like the words didn’t come out right.

I nod my head. He cares. It isn’t a declaration of love but I’m pretty sure it’s all I’m going to get. It’s good enough … for now. 
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I sleep in late. It’s the first time I’ve slept in in a long time. It’s nice but not something I want to do every day. The sheets are bunched around my bare legs and I’m still wearing the sweater from last night. I must have been too tired to change into pajamas. The previous evening comes rushing back to me. Siva and I had been having a great time until we got back to the townhouse.

Had it been fate, maybe, telling me we aren’t meant for each other? My head feels clouded and my mouth dry. I desperately want some ibuprofen and to brush my teeth.

I tuck my hair behind my ear. I sit up and put my head in my hands. My head hurts and my mouth is fuzzy. This is why I never drink.

“Sloane,” says Siva and I feel his hand on my back.

“Jesus Christ!” I cry, jumping up from the bed like I’ve been shocked.

I turn around and find Siva lying in my bed completely naked except for a strategically placed piece of sheet.

“Oh, shit,” I say, blushing; maybe his use of language is rubbing off on me. “Did we … did we, um …?” I can’t make my brain or my mouth formulate the words. I can’t think of any other reason why he’d be in his … uh ... state of undress.

He smiles and his teeth are blinding white. He lies back down on the bed and puts his arms behind his head. “No, we didn’t. You passed out after you undressed me. I now understand why you don’t drink,” he says. “And so you know, in case you were wondering, I have no interest in doing it with someone who is unresponsive, that’s not my cup of tea.” He grins at me, clearly enjoying himself and my blatant embarrassment.

“You mean … I did …?” I say, motioning to his figure.

He smiles. “I did say that.”

“How … um … did my jeans get off?” I ask, and he grins, obviously loving I can’t remember anything. I want to smack him. Alcohol plus my pills is apparently a bad thing. I’d honestly forgotten the little bit of wine I’d had otherwise I would’ve never taken the pills and suffered through.

I think I remember taking my pants off and going to sleep but clearly it’s not what happened. The naked proof of it is staring me in the face.

“I do believe I removed that particular article of clothing. You passed out before I could get any further,” he says.

“Shit,” I blurt. “Did I … uh … persuade you in any way?” I flinch at my words but he only smiles.

“Sloane, I do believe it was a mutual decision.”

“Oh, God,” I cry and bury my face in my hands. “I’m never ever drinking ever again,” I mumble into my hands. His chuckle fills the room. “I need a shower,” I announce, letting my hands drop, “and you need some clothes.”

He stands and wraps the sheet around his waist. “Sloane, I do believe it was you who removed my clothes.” He grins cockily, so entirely pleased at this whole situation.

“Never drinking ever, ever, again,” I mumble before heading into the bathroom. He follows. “Siva,” I say warningly.

I turn to find him grinning. “You need a shower, I need a shower, let’s save water by taking one together.”

“When did you turn into such a conservationist?” I snap. If I could slam the door in his face I would.

“Two point two seconds ago,” he says with a wide smile.

“Knock yourself out,” I say pointing to the shower. “It’s all yours but I certainly will not be joining you.”

“Sloane, don’t be like this,” he pouts playfully. Normally, I would love this playful back and forth with him, but I am so not in the mood for it today.

“I think I have a right to be.” I put my hands on my hips.

He grins at me and says, “I’m the one that’s naked. I think I should be mad but I’m not.” His hand cups my cheek. “Oh, Sloane, what are you doing to me,” he murmurs, and presses a quick kiss to my lips. He starts to leave and then stops and looks over his shoulder at me. “Shower and then we’ll go out for breakfast, or maybe it’s lunch now. We’ll go for brunch.” He smiles, pleased, like he’s the one who invented the word.

“Sounds good, Siva,” I mutter. Once he’s out the door I close and lock it behind him before sinking down onto the floor. My heart is all over the place and my brain is following it. My heart yearns for Siva and my brain agrees with it but a nagging voice in the back of my head won’t shut up. What is it saying?

Dev.

Over and over again it says Dev.




***




I pull my hair back into a bun at the back of my neck. A few curls escape framing my face. I put on a pair of jeans and a flowy tank top. The sun is shining brightly outside and I don’t want to become drenched in sweat. I slip my sunglasses on top of my head for easier access and grab my purse.

I find Siva sprawled across the couch playing with his phone.

“Ready,” he asks.

“Yep,” I reply.

He says nothing the entire elevator ride. Instead, he leans casually against the wall with a smirk lifting his lips. I pout my own lips.

Instead of the NSX he heads to the Porsche.

He pulls out of the garage and the sounds of a bustling London Sunday hit my ears. It kind of amazes me, this being the financial district and all. I never spent much time here before and it’s not at all what I expected.

“Where are we going?” I finally ask when I can’t take the quiet any longer.

Siva turns down a street, his destination clearly in mind. “Some place my family and I used to go to when I was a kid. It was one of the few times we were happy. I think it’s because my dad would never act unhappy in public. But …” He pauses, shrugs his shoulders, and stops at the stoplight. “I enjoyed it nonetheless. There’s also somewhere I want to take you today, if it’s okay?” he adds as an afterthought.

“That’s fine.”

His phone rings and he digs it out of his pocket.




“Jacob,” he answers, “have you found anything?” The other man says something and Siva snarls. “Find him,” he snaps and hangs up.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Siva shakes his head and continues down the road. “Just trying to find the bastard who destroyed my house.”

“Oh,” I remark softly. “Why would Jacob be doing that? Isn’t it the job of the police?”

Siva glances over at me. “Jacob is … better at finding people than the police are.”

I nod my head like this makes sense. Which to me, it doesn’t.

He finally turns into a little side parking lot and hops out. I follow.

I struggle to keep up with his long-legged stride.

“Siva, slow down,” I finally complain.

“Sorry,” he says, slowing.

“Thanks.”

He opens the door of a small little café that I think looks far too expensive but I keep my lips zipped. I’m learning Siva has no problem spending money. It irritates me, though. If I had that much money I would be using it to help other people but maybe he does. After all, I haven’t bothered to ask.

Besides, I also have to remind myself he grew up in an entirely different world than me. One of wealth and privilege. Things I think I are pricey are basic to him.

He slides into a booth and smiles slightly to himself.

“What?” I prompt.

“This is where we always sat,” he says fondly.

I look across at him, picturing him as a small boy, and Dev too. I bet they were handsome even as children.

A waitress appears out of nowhere asking what we want to drink. “Orange juice and coffee,” Siva and I say simultaneously and then both laugh. The waitress smiles and disappears.

I peruse the menu while Siva eyes me.

“What?” I finally ask. “Is there something on my face?”

“No,” he says. “But you’re very beautiful, Sloane.”

I blush. Dev always told me I’m beautiful but coming from Siva … Well, it means something different.

The waitress comes back with our drinks.

“Are you ready to order?” she asks.

Siva raises his eyebrows at me in question. “Yeah,” I answer. “I’ll have an egg sandwich.”

“And for you?” She turns to Siva.

“Two pancakes and two eggs.”

“Certainly,” she says and takes the menus that were sitting on the table.

Siva turns to face me. “I’m sorry your weekend was ruined.”

“I’m sorry your house was trashed.” I laugh.

His lips lift. “Good point.”

“About this morning,” he says and clears his throat. Red stains his cheeks. “Sloane, I want you to know I would never take advantage of you. If you’re ever uncomfortable tell me,” he says. “I know things may be a bit awkward for you because of your relationship with my brother. I won’t push you,” he declares. “I would never ever do that.”

I place my hands flat on the table and stare at them like they’re the most interesting things in the world.

“Siva, I’m not going to lie to you. It is a bit strange for me feeling this way about you. You’re Dev’s brother,” I say.

“But Devak’s gone,” he replies softly in reminder.

“But Dev’s gone,” I echo, “and I have to move on. I have to move on. I’m ready to move on,” I reiterate.

“Are you ready to move on with me?”

I nod my head. “But I want to take things slow,” I warn. I laugh and add, “You’re a complicated person, Siva.”

He laughs too. “You’re quite complicated yourself.”




***




“Where are you taking me now?” I inquire.

He sighs. “I want you to know everything about me. Scars and all.”

“Scars and all,” I repeat with a nod.

He turns into the parking lot of a very nice brick building.

“Brace yourself,” he warns.

“Why?” I ask.

He looks at me and sadness clouds his violet eyes. “Just do it.”

Siva takes my hand and leads me around to the front of the building where we have to be buzzed in.

The place is clinical and smells strongly of disinfectant like a hospital but the place is clearly too small to be a hospital and isn’t decorated like one. It’s clearly made to look like … a home. I see a nurse pass by and figure it must be some sort of care center.

Siva leads me down the hall and to the right; clearly he knows the place.

“Morning, Dr. Kern,” he says, nodding to an older man.

“Oh, Mr. Kapur, it’s so nice to see you,” he crows, smiling from ear to ear.

“How is she?” he asks.

“Today is a good day,” the doctor answers.

Siva smiles. “This is Sloane,” he says, pointing to me, “my girlfriend.”

Girlfriend. He called me his girlfriend. My insides are singing.

“It’s nice to meet you,” says the gray haired man, extending his hand. I shake it. I notice he wears a very expensive watch much like the one Siva always wears.

Siva gives me a small smile. “Ready?”

“Yeah,” I say, even though I have no clue what I’m agreeing to.

He walks a short ways down the hall before stopping in front of a closed door. He takes a deep breath and braces his shoulders as if for battle. He looks pleadingly at me, as if for strength, and pushes the door open.

“Hello, Mum.” 
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Mum?

“Mum, I brought someone to meet you,” he says softly, hesitantly, like he’s speaking to a flighty bird.

She kind of does look like a little bird. She’s rocking slowly, back and forth, in a rocking chair. Her arms are folded around herself like she’s holding herself together. Her hair is black and gray and fluffed around her skull with random patches of skin showing through. She sings a song softly under her breath. It sounds like the one Siva sang to me.

I wonder, if this is a good day, what does a bad day look like?

She continues on like she doesn’t hear him. Siva sots down on the couch and pulls me down beside him. He puts his arms around me and pulls me against his chest. But I know the movement is more about his own comfort than mine.

“This is my mum.” He turns to me with sad eyes. “Isla Kapur.” He breathes deeply for a moment. “She’s been like this ever since Saia died. It got worse once my dad threw me out the window. She isn’t taking Devak’s passing well either. She won’t talk but she listens.”

“Did … did Dev ever come to visit?” I ask, my voice suddenly hoarse.

“No,” he answers, and I see a single tear roll down Isla’s cheek. I really don’t think I knew Dev at all and it breaks my heart. I squeeze Siva’s hand.

“Mum, do you want me to bring you some more books?” he asks her.

She continues with her song.

“Work’s been good,” he says. “Stressful but good.” He clears his throat. “And Mum, this is Sloane. The girl who has stolen my heart.”

Isla continues rocking in her chair and singing her song. Her voice is soft and haunting.

Siva continues to talk to her and she continues to sing. She finishes one song and goes right into another. It breaks my heart seeing her this way and I don’t even know her. She has the same violet eyes as her oldest son and they’re still vibrant, not clouded like one might think. She looks so sad and lost. It has to be hard on Siva seeing his mother this way, basically the only family he has left. Isla is still here but in many ways she’s … gone. It’s heartbreaking.

Siva looks at me expectantly. What to say, what to say?

“Uh … Isla, you raised two amazing sons. I’m only getting to know Siva now but you raised an amazing man. I know he’s not perfect but who is? But he’s kind and caring and … well he’s Siva and I’d not have him any other way.” There I said it and I’m done. My back muscles relax and I have a sigh of relief.

“You like me the way I am?” he whispers in awe.

“Yeah,” I say honestly, “I like your crazy, moody self. Don’t get me wrong, sometimes you piss me off, but at the end of the day I like you always.”

He grins. “That’s good.”

He stands, squeezes my hand before letting go, and strides toward his mom. He bends and kisses her head.

“Bye, Mum,” he murmurs into her hair, he sounds choked up. “I love you. I’ll be back again.”

I stand up and follow him out of the room.

He stops and talks to Dr. Kern. I stand off to the side giving him privacy. I don’t want to be in his way when he discusses his mom. After about five minutes he comes back to me, takes my hand, and heads back to the car.

I buckle my seatbelt and turn to him. “Is she always going to be like that? Is there nothing they can do?”

He sighs and rubs his face before pulling out of the parking lot. “Dr. Kern believes her condition is self-inflicted. Nothing we do helps her. He thinks she has to decide she wants to be fixed.” He sighs heavily again, a deep shuddering breath. “It’s hard seeing her like that. She was always so vibrant. Now, she’s merely a ghost of herself.”

“I can’t imagine if something like that happened to my mom,” I admit softly. It’s scary to think about. “My mom’s my best friend.” And I haven’t been much of a friend lately. I need to send her another email. No doubt I have a lengthy one from her. I’ll check it when we get home. Home. Now I’m thinking of Siva’s place as my home.

“It’s harder thinking she’s like this by choice. It’s been ten years. Ten years, Sloane. I was eighteen when it happened. I hope one day she wakes up and snaps out of it. I’ve lost my brother, my sister, I hardly have a mother, and my father is a useless piece of conniving shit.” He hits the steering wheel with his fist. He turns to glance at me and so much pain shines in his eyes. “What if I’m destined to lose everyone I love?”

What am I supposed to say to that?

“Life doesn’t work like that, Siva,” I finally say.

“Oh, but doesn’t it?” He laughs gruffly.

“I can’t think like that.”

He hits the steering wheel again. “Life is one big punishment, Sloane, that’s all it is.”




***




I pull my laptop out and join Siva in the family room. He seems relaxed now, watching TV and munching on popcorn. He has never looked more normal than he does in this moment.

The computer whirls to life and I bring up my email. Sure enough, a chipper email is waiting in my inbox from my mom.

Sweetie,

It’s so nice to hear from my baby girl. I miss you so much. Glad to hear things are good with work. I wish you worked out here, near me. And please do try and stay in touch more. I worry about you out in that big city all by yourself. You’ll understand it better when you have your own kids to worry about but please try and keep me from having a heart attack. I’m so sorry about Dev, I never met the boy but I know you cared for him. How’s it going living with his brother? You never told me he even had a brother. I really wish you’d come see me. The dogs miss you too! If you can get the time off I’ll send you a ticket. Sloane, you don’t need to worry about me. I’m perfectly capable taking care of myself. You know I have my garden club and my book club. I have plenty of things to occupy my mind besides worrying about you and wondering when you’re going to visit. Oh, and I got a job working at the local nursery for the summer. You know the one owned by Mr. and Mrs. Harrelson? Their son runs it now, Nate, do you remember him? He’s a bit older than you I think and very handsome. Anyway, I won’t bore you any longer.

Love Mom.

I quickly hit the reply button.

Mom,

First off, you could never bore me. I love my job here and have no intention of moving back so don’t start with me, missy. I know you miss me and I miss you too. I do plan to visit sometime soon but don’t you dare go and by me a plane ticket. I have money of my own you know. It’s been strange living with Siva, that’s Dev’s brother, but Mom… I like him… a lot. A lot more than I should. Dev and Siva weren’t very close so that’s why I never mentioned him. I noticed you said you are perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, does that mean you think I’m not? I’m a grown woman mom. I’m twenty-three years old you know? Also, isn’t Nate the kid that used to dump dirt on my hair and are you seriously trying to play matchmaker? You are aware of the ocean separating us right? Not ideal for a date if I even wanted to date him. Which I don’t. I’m glad you got a job though. I’m sure you’re going to really enjoy it. How’s book club and Mona?

Love Sloane.

I hit send and look up to find Siva staring at me.

“What?” I ask.

“You were smiling, why?” he asks curiously.

“Just my mom,” I answer. “She’s trying to play matchmaker with me and this guy from back home.” I shake my head. “I don’t know what she’s thinking.”

Siva grins. “Did you tell her you were taken?”

“No,” I say slowly. “Should I have?”

His face falls and he looks hurt. “No,” he says stiffly.

“Siva,” I probe. “We haven’t exactly talked about this, about us. What are we?”

His violet eyes flash at me. “I thought you were my girlfriend.”

“Oh,” I say and blush; he had said that to the doctor, but we haven’t spoken about it so I wasn’t sure if he said it because it was the easiest explanation. “I didn’t want to seem presumptuous.” It’s been almost three months since Dev died. Am I moving too fast? Is this right? I’m not sure, but I know I have to follow my heart.
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Following my heart turns out to be easier said than done. Stupid, sticky emotions keep getting in my way. I’m falling hard for Siva. He’s changing and who he’s becoming is the person I think he was always meant to be. And he’s amazing. He still has his moments where his mood will darken but it’s happening less and less. But then I think about Dev and feel like my feelings for Siva are wrong, so wrong. Especially because I’m starting to think Siva’s words on the beach were right and I wasn’t in love with Dev. My feelings for Siva are so different, so much stronger. I feel sick when he’s away and I never felt like that with Dev. It’s heartbreaking because I did love him. Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if Dev hadn’t died. Would I have gone on my merry way? Settled down with him and had kids and never known what I was missing? I’m pretty sure the answer is yes.

Now I can’t imagine my life without him. We complement each other so well.

“What are you thinking about?” he asks, leaning down to kiss my cheek before he grabs his mug and pours some coffee. I sip at my own coffee to hide my smile.

“You, actually,” I admit.

Siva only wears a pair of loose sleep pants. He’s become more comfortable with showing his scars around me but the minute we go to leave the house it’s long pants and long sleeves again. It’s progress, though, and that’s what matters.

“All good things I hope.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me.

“You know it.” I stick my tongue out mockingly at him.

He kisses my lips before sitting down beside me. “Oh, Sloane, I never thought I could be tamed. What have you done to me?” he jokes dramatically, hand pressed to his chest at all. This Siva is new to me, and while it’s weird, I love it.

“I’m not sure the beast is tamed. You still have your moments.”

He laughs and nuzzles my neck. The dark scruff on his cheeks rasps against my skin. “You know you love my dark side.” He growls the words and a shiver snakes its way up my spine.

“It’s a part of you and I lo—” I snap my mouth closed. I can’t say it. Not yet.

He clears his throat and pulls away, sensing my unease. He’s so attuned to me now. He takes a sip of his coffee and says, “When is it you’re going to visit your mom?”

“I fly out next Wednesday,” I answer. It’s the end of September almost October now.

“I’m going to miss you.”

It’s the first time he’s said anything like that.

I finish my coffee and I’m washing out the mug when he says, “I might be in late tonight. I have a meeting.”

“Oh,” I say, taken by surprise. “That’s fine.” I shrug my shoulders. “Lyndi has wanted to go out for drinks after work. I guess I can finally say yes.”

His jaw tightens.

I smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t go there.” I roll my eyes. I know he was worried I might go across the street to the bar where Mac nearly raped me.

“Just be careful,” he warns.

“You could meet us,” I tell him. “After your meeting.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t think I’ll have time. If I do I might swing by.”

I sag, defeated. I look at my watch for the time.

“I better get ready for work.”

“Shit.” He notices the time. “I overslept. You should have woken me,” he says in a panic, his British accent becoming more pronounced.

“But you were so cute,” I sing-song, “I hated to disturb you.”

“Sloane,” his eyes flash, “I have a very important business deal today. I can’t be late. It’s unprofessional,” he snaps.

“Sorry,” I flinch like he hit me.

His eyes soften. “No, I’m sorry.” He cups the back of my head and kisses me. “I have to hurry,” he says. He disappears upstairs and I sag against the counter. He will be the end of me. I’m sure of it.

I slowly trudge upstairs and to the master bedroom where all my stuff has been moved. I hear the sound of the shower coming from the bathroom but I don’t feel like joining him. I grab a navy dress with white polka dots and a red belt. I then slip on a pair of navy flats. I dab on some makeup and run a brush through my hair before braiding my hair.

Siva emerges from the steamy bathroom with a white towel wrapped around his waist. Water droplets run down his tanned chest. His chest and abs and everything about him is perfect. Even his scars. He has another smaller towel in his hand and uses it to dry his hair.

“Like what you see?” He grins cockily, having caught me.

I roll my eyes. “Of course,” I say like it’s obvious, because from my drool it should be. “You’re perfect and you’re mine.”

He disappears into the walk-in closet and comes out a couple minutes later in a polished gray suit with a purple button down shirt underneath.

“Ready?”

I smile at him. “I do believe I’m sitting here waiting on you.”

He laughs. It’s such a wonderful sound. He passes by me and his scent of sandalwood invades my senses making me lose all coherent thought. Too bad he has a meeting. I want to push him down on the bed and claim him as mine. He makes me all sorts of crazy. Crazy in love was number one, even if I haven’t told him.




***




Siva grabs my hand and plays with my fingers, a small smile lifting his lips, while he drives me to work. I’m still not quite used to seeing him like this, so carefree, and … young. Sometimes it’s easy to forget Siva is only twenty-eight years old. He always acts so much older. At his age, Siva has been through more than most people go through in a lifetime. I don’t know how he’s still alive.

Siva pulls up outside Avid News and stops. Siva is still trying to convince me to have an interview with someone he knows but I’m against it. I don’t want to work at Avid News for the rest of my life but I want to get a better job on my own without his help.

Siva squeezes my hand. He pulls me in for a kiss before letting me go. The taste of his mint toothpaste lingers on my lips.




“I’ll see you tonight?” I ask. It’s my way of asking how late this meeting may run.

“You should.” He smiles, knowing exactly why I asked. I’d be fine without him, it’s not like I’m dependent on him, but we’ve become so close I really do enjoy spending time with him.

“Bye,” I call and hop out, closing the door behind me. The black SUV immediately pulls away. I take a breath, centering myself, and head into the building.




***




Lyndi squeals in my ear when I tell her I can do drinks tonight. Well, she’ll do drinks and I’ll sip a glass of water. No more drinking after that night, the one where I woke up next to a naked Siva. I can stuff my face full of food, so I won’t be a total bore and might even provide comical entertainment. I’m in much need of some greasy fat bar food. Granted, London’s food is nothing like what we have back in the States but I can pretend.

Lyndi is Mac’s replacement, her cubicle right next to mine, and we became fast friends. It’s nice to finally have a friend again. Dev and I were friends before we became more and well … Siva has never really been my friend. He’s different.

“So, he finally let you off your leash.” She grins at me, twirling in her chair. Her pretty red hair is pulled back in a sleek ponytail. She wears a flower printed skirt, a nice white shirt, and a beige jacket.

“I’m not on a leash.” I laugh. “He’s protective after … you know.” I wave my hand.

Lyndi rolls her eyes at my explanation. The truth is I’m not big on going out. I mean, if you want to go to the park or a library I’m game, but big social gatherings are not meant for awkward people like me.

“And when am I going to get to meet this elusive he and him?” she asks, spinning in her chair again. How she doesn’t get dizzy is beyond me. When I asked her why she spins in her chair she said it helps her brainstorm ideas for writing. I think she might be a little crazy. But aren’t we all?

I laugh. “Siva is a busy man. He said if he gets out of his meeting early he’ll meet us for drinks.”

“Yes!” She pumps her skinny arms in the air. “Finally! I get to meet the invisible man!”

“He’s not invisible,” I mutter, sitting on the edge of her desk.

“Oh, please,” she huffs. “I’ve never seen him. Except maybe in a magazine advertising crazy people, or maybe it was rich people? I get the two mixed up.”

“You haven’t met him,” I defend. “He’s not crazy. He’s … got his issues but doesn’t everyone? His dad wasn’t the best and his mom isn’t in good shape,” I explain, hoping it’s enough.

Lyndi rolls her eyes. “Whatever you say,” she says with a smile, lessening the blow her words might otherwise have. Lyndi loves to nag me about Siva since she’s never met him. But Siva … as strange as it sounds, he’s shy, so I haven’t forced him to meet my friend. “At least we get drinks and if Mr. Can-Do-No-Wrong shows up I’ll need them.” She twirls her chair back around to face her computer.




I go back around to my desk and start my daily article. The world of celebrity gossip is becoming even more mundane for me, which is saying something. I’m seriously considering taking Siva up on his offer to set up an interview. I know Lyndi will hate it if I leave but I really need a change of pace. I went to school to be a journalist and this is far from journalism.

I thwack mindlessly at the keyboard. It’s so easy to turn out these articles. They present no challenge and man I am in desperate need of one.




***




Lyndi sighs and pushes away from her desk. Her red hair is coming out of her ponytail in little wisps making me think of a bird.

“Done,” she chants, pumping her arms, “done, done, done!” She prints her article off for April. Lyndi is a perfectionist when it comes to her work. She truly enjoys working at Avid News. I wish I possessed her spunk. She’s only two years younger than me, making her twenty-one, but man does it make a difference in the thinking process. She’s having the time of her life and I’m steadily becoming little Suzy Homemaker.

She gives April her article and then gathers up her belongings.

“Ready?” I ask.

“Yes,” she chirps excitedly. She grabs my arm as we walk outside. “Finally we get to do something. I feel like I’ve been begging you to come hang out with me for like … ever. I need some girl time.”

I laugh. “I do too,” I admit.

“Good, then that means you won’t be completely bored out of your mind.”

I shake my head as she hails a taxi.

“The 100 Club,” she tells the driver.

“Club?” I ask her with a gulp.

She laughs at my expression. “Don’t worry, Sloane. It’s not a club. That’s just its name. It’s a music spot. You’re going to love it.”

“Oh … good,” I breathe an audible sigh of relief.

“You’ll have fun,” she promises.

“Lyndi,” I say suddenly.

“Yeah?” she asks, raising a brow.

I take a breath and blurt, “I love him.”

“Who?” She looks at me confused.

“Siva. I’m in love with him,” I say.

“Well duh.” She laughs like I’m an idiot. “I didn’t need you to tell me.”

“I haven’t told him,” I admit.

“What? Why not?” she exclaims, perplexed.

“I’m scared if I tell him I’ll push him away. I don’t want to lose him.”

“So you’re waiting for him to say it first?” she asks, puzzled.

“Yeah, I guess I am.” It sounds silly when I say it out loud, but Siva’s so … well, he’s Siva. He’s downright odd at times and I don’t want to freak him out. The last thing I want is to admit my love and have him shove it back in my face. It’s been hard enough to admit it to myself, and even then I still feel a little bit of guilt.

“But, Sloane,” she whispers with a sad glance, “what if he never does?”

“I don’t know,” I stammer. “I don’t know.”

The taxi lets us off in front of the small building. It has an old red arch with white letters spelling out the name. Lyndi takes my hand and drags me inside. The music is loud but good. She leads me to the bar and plops down.

“Party time! Loosen up!” she cries over the music so I can hear her and swings my arms back and forth with her hands.

I smile. “Okay.”

I’m such a party animal. Clearly.

The bartender comes up to us, he’s a good-looking guy, and Lyndi immediately turns on the charm. I shake my head at her while I watch her work her magic. She’s gorgeous, in a cute pixie kind of way, and oozes charisma. No matter where we go eyes always follow her. Everyone of any age is mesmerized by her. I envy her easy ability to draw people in. Like Siva, I tend to push people away. I’m not an open and inviting person.

He returns a moment later with two martinis.

“No, no, no, no, no!” I say, shaking my head.

“It’s free, Sloane,” Lyndi chides, and shoves the drink into my hand. “Just drink it.”

“But—”

“One?” she pouts. “Please, one teensy weensy little drink. Like a sip. You don’t even have to finish it.”

I raised my eyebrow at her. “Fine,” I agree, because saying no to Lyndi is like scolding a wide-eyed puppy. It hurts your heart.

“Drink up.” We clink our glasses.

Unfortunately, the drink is good and doesn’t even taste alcoholic, and instead has a fruity tang, so one drink turns into two, and two into three.

My phone beeps with a text and I look down and see Siva’s name.

Where are you? He asks.

I quickly type in the address. I’m a little worried about him finding me in this state, especially after I vowed to never drink again, but I’m too buzzed to care too much.

“Is that hiiiiiim?” shrieks Lyndi, drawing out the word.

“Yes,” I say, smiling despite my drunken worry. “He’s coming here.”

“Ooooh,” she sings. I notice her eyes have a glassy, hazy, quality to them.

The band on stage finishes and we both clap along with the crowd. Lyndi whistles and I pout. I never could whistle.

I finish my third drink and then ask for water. My head is already pounding and the music doesn’t help. I’m going to kill Lyndi tomorrow for talking me into this.

The bartender has set down my water when Siva shows up. He spots me right away and begins to weave through the crowd.

“Hey,” he says, smiling happily to see me and kisses my cheek.

“Hi.” I smile back. I know I have a gooey-eyed look on my face but I can’t get rid of it. Lyndi kicks me in the shin. “Ow,” I groan and rub the spot. Lyndi clears her throat. “Uh … Siva this is my friend, Lyndi. Lyndi, this is Siva.”

Siva takes Lyndi’s offered hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Lyndi blushes and looks at me. “Oh, my God,” she mouths.

“Sit down,” I tell Siva.

“Where?” he asks with a chuckle. I look and realize all the seats are taken at the bar.

“Oh, right,” I say, squishing my brows. “Guess you’ll have to stand.”

He laughs. “Have you been drinking? I thought after that night you were never drinking again.” Instead of mad he’s clearly very amused.

I look at Lyndi and throw her under the bus. “It’s her fault. Damn peer pressure.”

Siva smiles. “Is it still peer pressure when you aren’t actually a peer?”

“Damn,” I say again, “I guess I’m just plain stupid.”

Siva orders a drink and leans against my chair while he drinks it. Lyndi finally seems to recover her star struck self. There’s something about Siva that overwhelms people. He has this commanding presence that demands everyone’s attention.

“So you’re the man who has stolen Sloane’s heart?” she asks, finding her voice.

“I guess I am. I hope there’s not another.” His lips quirk showing his scar.

Another band comes up and starts their set. Their music is catchy and upbeat.

“Dance with me?” I grab Siva’s hand and try to stand. “Whoa,” I say, slapping a hand to my head as a sudden wave of dizziness overcomes me. “I don’t feel so good.”

Siva sighs and looks at Lyndi. “This is why she shouldn’t drink.” His tone is light and playful. At least he isn’t angry.

Lyndi laughs and holds her hand up in mock surrender. “Sorry, I didn’t know.”

“I better get her home.”

“I’m right here,” I scold. “Stop taking about me like I’m not here when I am. I’m here. Right here.”

He laughs. “Bye, Lyndi. It was nice to meet you.” He starts to lead me away but then he turns around and speaks to Lyndi again. “Next time you two do something try and stay away from the alcohol.”

“Will do,” she says and salutes him.

He leads me to the parking lot and helps me inside his SUV, which I swear is even bigger than I remember.

“You okay?” he asks, pulling out of the lot.

“Mhmm fine,” I hum, but I’m not so sure.

“Sloane? Wake up, Sloane, we’re home. Wakie wakie.” Someone pokes me.

“Huh?” I look around completely delirious.

“We’re home,” says Siva. He helps me out of the car.

I squish my eyes closed as the sudden movement of standing makes me sway drunkenly. I pull away from Siva’s hand and run to a corner of the garage where I empty my stomach. He holds my hair back. At least I don’t throw up on his shoes.

“Are you okay?” he finally asks when I’m done retching.

“I think so,” I breathe, wiping the back of my hand over my mouth. He helps me into the elevator, into the apartment, and then up the stairs to his bedroom.

Siva lays me down and then chuckles. “What are you going to do if we both wake up naked tomorrow and you don’t know how it happened?”

“Since that’s happened drunk and sober already I don’t think it’ll be much of a shock anymore,” I admit.

He laughs and kisses the top of my head.

“Night, Sloane.”

“Goodnight Siva,” I whisper sleepily.

I almost tell him I love him right then and there but I figure coming from a drunk he wouldn’t believe it anyway.
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It’s been so long since I’ve been back to the States I stand staring at my clothes trying to figure out what to pack. My suitcase is completely empty and I have to leave for my flight in an hour. This is beyond annoying.

Siva’s arms come around my waist and his lips press against my cheek. “Aren’t you going to be late?”

I turn in his arms so I’m facing him. “Yeah,” I huff, blowing hair out of my face. “I don’t know what to pack.”

He laughs. “Typically you start with clothes.”

“Maybe the problem is I don’t want to leave you. Can’t you come with me?” I ask again. He’s probably sick of me asking at this point, but I can’t help it.

His full lips turn down in a frown. “I told you. I can’t.”

I sigh. “I know,” I say, turning back to my clothes and away from him.

“I really do want to meet your mom.”

“Siva, it’s fine really. Go back to bed. It’s early.” I’m not mad at him, I’m really not, but he’s hardly being helpful with my dilemma so he might as well get out of my way.

He kisses my bare shoulder. “I want to see you before you leave. You won’t be back until Sunday.”

“I’m going to miss you,” I admit, melting against his body.

“I’m going to miss you too. More than you know,” he rasps against my neck. I’m pretty sure he showed me last night how much he would miss me, and quite frankly it was the best night of my life.

“You know what they say; absence makes the heart grow fonder,” I joke.

He chuckles. “I’ve never understood that saying.”

I push at his arm. “You need to go. I’ll never get packed if you keep standing here talking to me.”

He brushes his lips against mine. “I’ll go make us breakfast.”

He disappears out of the closet and I’m left surrounded by my clothes. I toss in a couple of skirts, dresses, jeans, and t-shirts. Better safe than sorry. I even add a swimsuit just in case.

I zip up the suitcase, grab my carryon bag, and drag them both down the steps. I drop them by the door and pad into the kitchen where the scents and sounds of Siva making breakfast greet me. He slides an egg onto a plate, adds two strips of bacon, pours a glass of orange juice and slides it across to me.

“You best hurry,” he says, sitting down beside me.

He’s right. I’m going to be very late and late is the last thing you ever want to be when it comes to catching a flight somewhere.

He swallows a bite of egg and says, “Jacob’s going to drive you to the airport.”

“You’re not taking me?” I ask, surprised.

“I want to,” he promises. “But I can’t. I have some important stuff to do for work. A couple of people are supposed to be stopping by.”

“Oh.”

“I’m sorry,” he says and I know he means it.

I swig down the orange juice and wipe my mouth on a napkin.

“It’s fine, really,” I say with a smile. “I’ve got to go. I’ll miss you.” I love you, I want to add but I don’t.

“I’ll miss you too,” he swallows thickly. I kiss him long and deep. His stubble itchy against my hands.

“Bye,” I say breathlessly, putting my forehead to his.

“Bye,” he echoes.

I don’t want to go. “I’ve really got to go.”

“Stay,” he begs.

“Tempting,” I admit. “But my mom would kill me.” And she will if I don’t show up. My plane hating mother will be on the first flight out here to beat me if I don’t get off the plane when I’m supposed to.

“Well,” he grins as he speaks, “you’re no good to me dead.”

“I guess I’m not.”

He kisses me again and follows me to the elevator.

“Bye,” I say again as the doors close. He waves.

And I kick myself.

Why didn’t I tell him I love him? What’s stopping me?




***




Jacob is waiting in the garage with the Porsche already running. Like most Londoners he doesn’t have his own car, so when Siva asks him to babysit me, as I call it, he uses Siva’s car. When he sees me he gets out of the car and grabs my bags, putting them in the trunk.

“Thanks,” I say, climbing in the car. I’m still beating myself up over not telling Siva I love him. Why haven’t I been able to find the words? “You really don’t have to do this,” I tell him honestly. “I can take a taxi. I don’t mind.”

Jacob waves his hand. “It’s no problem. A friend of Siva’s is a friend of mine.”

Jacob climbs in the car and pulls out of the garage.

“Are you happy to be seeing your mother?” he asks to make small talk.

“Yeah,” I say, smiling as I think of my mom. “It’s been a long time. It’ll be good to see her.” I should’ve gone back for a visit way before now, and I feel bad I didn’t, but at least I’m finally doing it now.

Jacob nods at my words. “Siva will miss you. You’ve been … you’ve been good for him. He’s different now. Good different. He’s … happy.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal.

“He is?” This shocks me for some reason. I mean, I’ve noticed the difference in him, sure, but I wasn’t positive anyone else had.

“Very.”

I sit back against the seat, smiling wistfully to myself.

Jacob continues on to the airport. It’s early and traffic is light. The sun is beginning to rise, staining the sky.

My heart races as we near the airport.

“Jacob,” I plead.

“Yes?” he asks.

“Turn around,” I beg.

“What? Did you forget something? You’ll miss your flight,” he warns, hitting the blinker so he can turn around.

“Yeah,” I say, going with that excuse, because it’s kind of true. “I forgot something very important.”

I pull out my cellphone and call the airport to change my flight to a later one.

The rest of the way back to the flat I smile.

I’m going to tell Siva I love him. I have to.




***




Jacob pulls back into the garage and parks.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell him, the stupid, silly grin still plastered to my face.

“I’ll be waiting,” he says, picking up his phone.

“Thanks.” I dash out of the car and to the elevators.

Butterflies flutter in my stomach making me feel weightless. Excitement courses through my veins. This is it. I’m finally going to say it.

The elevator soars upward and with it my heart.

My heart thumps madly in my chest as the doors slide open. I walk down the hallway and am about to insert the key when I notice the door is slightly ajar. I push it open with a smile on my face. “Siva!” I call, hoping he’s still home, but the not closed all the way door has me confused. Did he leave in a hurry? “Siva!” I call out again coming into the foyer. I stop when I reach the living room.

“Siva,” I gasp as my heart tears in two. “No,” I cry. “No, no, no!” He has his arms wrapped around a pretty brunette. She’s obviously comfortable with him, too comfortable, her lips plastered to his, and her hands all over his body. “Siva,” I whisper his name as the tears course down my face. I walk backward toward the door, with my hands up like I can physically ward off what I’m seeing.

“It’s not what you think!” he cries out, looking heartbroken once he disentangles himself from his leggy companion. But I don’t believe him. The brunette wears a triumphant look. I climb in the elevator. “Sloane!” he yells, running toward the elevator as if to stop the doors from closing. I avert my face trying to hide the tears. The last thing I hear him say is, “Fuck!”

My heart drops to the floor and down to the garage, down to the core of the earth, down, down, down it goes. It might never be seen again.

I rub to the Porsche and tumble inside.

“Go! Go now!” I scream desperately at Jacob and smack his arm. “Go! Go! Go! Now!” He peels out of the garage going fast. But not as fast as the tears falling down my face.

I bite my lip in an effort to quiet the sobs, it doesn’t work.

Finally, curiosity gets the best of him and Jacob asks, “What happened?”

I can’t answer him for a moment. I smack my fist against the leather seat. “He … he … he was with another woman!” I scream, the words sounding heartbroken, because it’s exactly what I am. I feel like someone shoved their hand through my rib cage and ripped out my heart. That someone being Siva. “Why?” I bury my face in my hands. “I was going to tell him I loved him. But … oh … am I glad I didn’t.” My whole body shudders. “Just get me to the airport.”

Jacob says nothing. He seems as shocked as I was.

He pulls up to the gate, gets my bags out, and turns to me with his hands in his pockets. His blond hair shines with highlights in the morning light. “I am sorry, Sloane. I didn’t know. I swear it.”

“I’m sorry too,” I say, taking my bags from him.

He gives me a sad smile and then I surprise us both by hugging him.

“Bye, Jake,” I say with a shaky smile.

He smiles back. “Bye, Sloane.”




***




I’m sitting at the terminal my plane is supposed to take off from when something catches my eye.

The set of the shoulders, the hair, the clothes.

No, he wouldn’t dare. I leave my bags and march across the way to the small café. His back is to me.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss as menacingly as possible.

Siva turns. His violet eyes glimmering. With tears?

He wipes his face. “I thought you were gone,” he admits. He has a Styrofoam cup full of steaming black coffee in front of him.

“I changed my flight before I came back to tell you …” that I loved you, I stop myself, my mouth snaps together with an audible pop.

“I wanted to explain before you left.”

My mouth forms a narrow line. “I don’t think there’s anything you need to explain, Siva. You cheated on me.” I shrug my shoulders like it’s no big deal, even though it’s a huge deal.

Siva’s hand slaps the table making me jump. “I did no such thing,” he growls. “Alexa—”

“Alexa? Is that her name?” I sneer.

“Yes, that’s her name,” he says and his teeth are clenched. “She works for me,” he explains. “Nothing more.”

“I’m not cozy with my co-workers,” I say with venom. I’m really trying to fight my tears though. I keep picturing Siva and the pretty brunette doing the horizontal tango. I hate it hurts so much.

Siva growls. “That’s why I fired her.”

“You fired her?” I ask, and I hate how small my voice sounds.

“Yes,” he says vehemently, “she was out of line. I’m sorry you had to see.”

“More like sorry you got caught.” I laugh mockingly. I’m not letting him off easy. I know what I saw.

“No,” Siva hisses. “Never, Sloane. Do you hear me? I would never do that.”

“It looked like you did,” I whisper.

“Exactly,” he says indignantly, “looked like. You don’t know what you saw.”

“Oh, yes I do. Little Ms. Perfect Alexa had her hands all over you and her lips far too close to yours. As in on yours.”

“Dammit, Sloane,” he crows. “Listen to me. Please, I’m begging you. Begging you,” he repeats. “Please listen to me. Please believe me.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because I love you,” he admits on a whisper.

“What?” I gasped and sat down in the chair across from him. “W-What did you say?”

“I love you, Sloane. You’ve had my heart ever since I saw you in that church. You’ve captivated me, my own little witch.”

“Siva,” I gasp. “Don’t say that.”

This is too much.

“Why?”

“You hurt me,” I blurt and the tears start up again. I want to believe you.

“I know, Sloane,” he says, looking sad, “but I didn’t mean to. I swear it was all her. She’s been making her intentions clear and I did nothing to thwart it, which was my fault. I didn’t expect that to happen.” He laughs to himself. “Love is a weakness. Look what it has done to me.”

“Love is not a weakness,” I say vehemently. “Love is worth fighting for. Fight for me, Siva. Fight for us.” I reach across the table and grab him by the shirt. I’m surprised by the amount of passion I have left in me. I’m mad and I’m hurt but it doesn’t change my love for him and love makes us do funny, stupid, things.

“I am!” he yells in the café. I’m sure we have the attention of everyone now. “I’m trying, Sloane! I’m trying! But what if I lose you! It won’t have been worth it. I’ve never loved someone. Never. You’ve bewitched me. I don’t want to lose you! I’m fighting! Fighting hard!” His shoulders shake. “Please believe me. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“I believe you,” I say. I can see the truth shining in his eyes. “But I’m hurt, Siva. What I saw? I can’t erase it. Words don’t take it away.”

“I know,” he sighs.

They call for my flight.

“Siva, I’ve got to go,” I sigh.

“No,” he pleads, shaking his head.

“I’ll be back Sunday like was planned. I need to think about some things. About us. About my life.”

He hangs his head. “I understand, Sloane. But I do,” he promises.

“You do what?”

“Love you.”

“I really have to go,” I warn him.

“Is there any chance?”

“Chance for what?” I ask.

“That you’ll love me?”

“I’m already there, Siva. I have been for a long time.”

His mouth opens and I can hear his breath hiss out in a gasp.

“Goodbye,” I tell him, standing.

“I will see you Sunday?” he asks, afraid I won’t return.

“I’ll be back,” I vow.

And I mean it. 
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“Sloanie!” cries my mother as I come down the escalator.

“Mom!” I say, tumbling into her arms when I reach the floor and almost knock her down.

“Oh, Sloanie, I’ve missed you,” she breathes in relief. She smells just as I remember. Like the earth and flowers and mom. I pull away to take in my mother. I’m sad it’s been years since I’ve seen her.

Her brown hair is cut off at her shoulders and unlike the last time I saw her, the brown strands are streaked with gray giving it a mousy appearance. Lines are around her eyes and mouth that hadn’t been there before. Her glasses hang from a beaded strand around her neck.

“Sloane, have you been crying?” she asks, assessing me.

I know my eyes have to be red and puffy. “Uh, yeah. Siva,” I explain.

“Ah,” she hums in understand. “Are you and him?” She waggles her eyebrows.

“Yeah,” I admit. “And Mom, I’m crazy about him but … I have some things to think about.”

“Don’t we all,” she says, leading me out of the airport and toward the parking garage. “But, Sloanie, don’t go and have a midlife crisis on me. You’re far too young.” She slings her arm across my shoulders.

“I don’t think that’s going to happen, yet.”

My mom shakes her head. “Oh, Sloanie, where is that accent from? You sound like a cross between a Southern gal and the Queen of England.”

“Well,” I chuckle, “I did grow up in the south and I now live in London. It’s bound to have rubbed off on me.” I smile. God, it’s good to be home. I didn’t know I’d missed it so much.

She unlocks her silver Acura TSX and pops the trunk. I heave my suitcase and bag into it. The car rumbles to life and before I know it we’re out in the afternoon light and it’s blinding.

“Ow,” I groan, squinting my eyes and digging my sunglasses out of my purse.

“It’s only a little sun, it’ll be good for your skin. You’re too pale,” she reprimands.

“I’m not pale,” I defend, “you’re too tan.”

She tsks her tongue.

“Well, how does it feel to be back in Savannah?” she inquires.

“Too hot,” I admit.

She laughs. “It is hot,” she agrees. She pats my leg. “Oh, honey, it’s so good to see you.”

“It’s weird being back here,” I tell her. “I’ve grown so used to London this seems so …”

“Foreign?” she remarks with a smile. “I’m sure it does. Are you hungry?”

“Uh … yeah,” I say, and my stomach rumbles in agreement. I hadn’t realized I was hungry until she asked.

“Good,” she says cheerfully, “I made biscuits and gravy.”

“Yum,” I moan. “I’ve really missed biscuits and gravy.”

My mom laughs, getting off the highway, and turning on the back road leading to her neighborhood.

“Now, I’ve made some changes …” she warns and bites her lip.

“Changes?” I raise a brow. “What kind of changes.”

“I painted the outside and I redid the guest room,” she explains. The guest room, meaning my room.

“Oh,” I say, a little surprised, but I understand. I didn’t expect her to leave everything the same after I packed up and left. It’d be odder if she did. “Mom, I’m sure it looks great.”

“It’s different,” she warns, and turns into the driveway so I get the first look at my childhood home.

The once white one-story house with red shutters is now a pale blue house with orange shutters and an orange front door.

“It looks great,” I tell her, even though I’m freaking out on the inside.

“You really like it?” She lights up, so there’s no way I can disappoint her.

“Yeah,” I say excitedly. It’s an adjustment from the old, for sure, but not necessarily a bad one.

“Oh, good. I was worried,” she confesses, and hops out of the car with the energy of a twelve year old.

I grab my suitcase from the trunk and go inside. The living room seems unchanged. So at least there’s that.

Old plaid couch, green recliner, wooden coffee table, pale green walls, and it still smells the same. Like dogs and my mom’s garden.

Right on time three little Lhasa Apsos come running at me.

“Hey Mo-Mo, Mollie, Maddie,” I say, petting each dog. They lick and sniff my hand.

“I told you they missed you,” my mom says from her small, sunny yellow kitchen.

“Oh, please. They probably think I’m a stranger.”

My mom comes in and says in her gooey, I’m-talking-for-the-dogs voice, “Oh, we’d never forget our big sister. Never.”

“Mom, they’re dogs,” I chortle.

She gasps in mock outrage. “They are my companions,” she hisses.

I throw my hands up. “World, I give you the crazy dog lady.”

My mom harrumphs and marches into the kitchen. “I thought you wanted gravy and biscuits,” she cajoles.

“I do,” I say, following her and grabbing a plate.

“Then stop poking fun of your mother and eat,” she warns, fixing herself a plate.

I laugh. “I’ve missed you, Mom.” More than I realized now that I’m here.

She narrows her eyes at me. “I missed you too until ten seconds ago.”

We sit down at the little table to eat our lunch. We’re about halfway through when the doorbell rings.

“Can you get that?” asks my mom.

“I’m home less than an hour and you already have me answering your door?” I joke as I do as I’m asked.

I open the door to find a good-looking guy, a little older than me, standing at the door holding a flat of flowers.

“Sloane, is that you?” he asks in shock. He has a strong jaw, tan skin, brown eyes, and brown hair turning a blond color from exposure to the sun.

“Uh … yeah,” I reply, confused. “Do I know you?”

“Nate. Nate Harrelson. We went to school together. I was a grade ahead of you. I run my parents’ garden nursery now,” he explains.

“Right,” I say slowly, the puzzle pieces clicking together. I’m going to kill my mother. “Why don’t I take those from you?” I ask, holding out my arms.

“I usually take them around back,” he explains with a shrug.

“Oh, okay.” I step aside and hold the door open for him.

“Nate,” my mother sing-songs, in false surprise, confirming my thoughts. I want to groan but I resist. Although, I do narrow my eyes in calculation at my mother. She opens the backdoor and lets him outside, kind of like a dog, I can’t help the laugh that bubbles out of my lips.

“Isn’t he good looking?” my mom hisses quietly like she’s afraid to be overheard. Which is absurd since the door is closed and he’s outside.

“Yeah,” I say slowly, “but Mom, I have a boyfriend.”

My mom pretends to look around. “I don’t see him. How do I know he’s even real?”

“Ugh … Mom,” I whine.

“Oh, shush,” she admonishes. “He’s a nice boy.”

“I don’t care, Mom. I have Siva …” I think. I’m so confused. 

Nate comes back inside, his longish brown hair falling in his face. He brushes it back before giving me a blinding smile.

“All taken care of Mrs. C,” he calls, coming back inside and dusting off his hands.

“Nate,” she scolds. “I tell you all the time. Call me Tammi.”

“Tammi,” he chuckles. He turns to me, his hands in his pockets, and says, “Sloane, it’s good to see. How long are you home for?”

“I leave Sunday.” I want to push him out the door, which is rude of me since it’s a basic question.

“Maybe we could do dinner before you leave?” he suggests.

“No,” I say at the same time my mother answers, “She’d love to.”

Nate takes my mother’s answer, “Good, how about tomorrow? Six o’ clock?”

“She’ll be ready,” Mom says and I want to hit her.

I look at Nate and shrug my shoulders. “I really can’t. I have a boyfriend.”

His smile falters, but he blunders forward anyway. “Just as friends. It doesn’t have to be date.”

“But we’re not friends,” I state the obvious.

“Sloane,” my mom scolds in her voice that brooks no argument. It’s amazing how even once you’re a legal adult parents still manage to make you feel like a child being put in the corner.

“Dinner will be lovely,” I say and feel like a sixteen-year-old girl living at home again.

“Great,” he says, undeterred. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” And then thankfully he leaves.

“Mom,” I hiss.

“Sloane, he’s a nice guy. Just give him a shot.”

“Mom, I don’t live here. I live across the ocean and I have a boyfriend,” I explain, with my hands on my hips, tapping my foot. 

“So?”

“I love him, Mom,” I plead with her to understand.

“Just pacify me,” she begs.

“You’re crazy,” I mumble, shaking my head and heading to the guest room.

I see what she’s up to. She thinks if she can set me up and I fall in love then I’ll have to come back. She’s lived here her whole life and can’t understand why I don’t want to. It’s not that I don’t like it here, it’s beautiful, but I’ve never felt like I belong here and she doesn’t get it.

I stop outside the door to my old room.

My childhood room is … well, no longer my childhood room. My pale purple walls are now green. My white dresser is gone and replaced by a bright yellow one. The quilt on the bed is white with green flowers stitched on it. Everything was bright. I feel like I need sunglasses to stand in its presence.

I set my suitcase on the bed and flip it open, before running my fingers roughly through my hair. My phone chimes with a text.

Did you get in safe? Siva.

Yes, I type back.

Call me later… That is… if you want to.

I hold my breath and finally answer. Maybe.

Maybe is better than no, he responds.

I guess it is.

But maybe hardly ever feels good enough.  
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“I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” I hiss at my mother. “I came here to spend time with you.”

She rolls her hazel eyes at me. “Sloanie, it’s only a date.”

“And I have a boyfriend.” I glare at her. I’m not really mad at her, just a little perturbed. I’m not here long and I’d much rather spend time with her than go out with a guy I don’t even remember. I’m sure he’s nice enough, but I’m not interested.

She shakes her head. “Just put the dress on,” she scolds lightly.

“Mom,” I whine. I don’t care if I sound like a petulant little child. Right now I’m being treated like one. Sometimes I think my mother forgets I’m twenty-three and not three.

“Sloanie, please, for your mother?” She pouts her lips and bats her eyes at me. Growing up, I’d been the responsible one, always taking care of my mother. The only things in life my mother stuck by were my dad, gardening, and unfortunately in this moment, me.

“Just hand me the dress,” I snap, leaving out a few choice words. Siva’s bad language is starting to rub off on me.

My mom went out today, “to pick up some more plants,” and came back with a dress. A very tight, little black dress that shows way more cleavage than I’m comfortable with. I think she’s trying to kill me.

I slip the dress on while she watches. She’s probably afraid I’ll attack it with scissors and ruin it if she turns her back.

“Happy?” I ask, my tone sharp.

“Not yet,” she replies. “Let me do your makeup.”

“Mom!” I complain but she’s already towing me to the bathroom where an assortment of cosmetics litters the top. She closes the toilet lid and plunks me down with a shove to my shoulders. “Mom, I can do my own makeup.”

“Oh, please,” she says lightly, “if it’s left up to you, you’ll wear no makeup.”

“That would be preferable,” I admit. “You know, since I didn’t agree to this date in the first place.”

“Hold still,” she commands, grabbing my chin with her fingers.

“Mom,” I wiggle, trying to get loose.

“Sloanie,” she admonishes. “The less you wiggle the quicker this will be done.”

“This is torture,” I complain.

“Oh please, most women think this is fun.”

“Well, not me,” I groan.

Her grip on my chin tightens. She swipes some red lipstick across my lips and a smoky gray shadow across my lids.

“Hold still,” she commands, coming at me with a mascara wand. I hold very still. She swipes the black goo onto my lashes, being very careful not to get any transfer on my lids or under my eyes.

“Am I done?” I ask, daring to let hope color my words.

“Not even close.” She smiles goadingly at me.

She adds bronzer to my cheeks and temples and adds a hint of blush to my cheeks. Then she gets a look at my hands. “Sloanie! Your nails!” she cries like my nails have personally offended her. “Can’t you get a manicure in London?” my mom inquires.

“I don’t like people touching my nails,” I defend.

“Well, I’m about to,” she warns, grabbing a bottle of nail polish from her cosmetics bag. What else does she have in there?

Before I can protest she’s swiping a gray polish onto my naked nails. She disappears from the bathroom and goes down the hall returning a moment later with a little fan to dry my nails.

The doorbell rings.

“Ooh that’s him!” my mom cries, jumping up and down. She’s way too excited about this.

“Why don’t you date him, Mom? You seem to really like him.” I smile mockingly. Maybe if she had a boyfriend of her own she wouldn’t be so interested in my love life—especially since I actually have one so there’s nothing to meddle in.

She stops jumping. “Oh, I couldn’t. He’s much too young for me.” She laughs wickedly and goes to get the door.

“Haven’t you ever heard of cougars!” I yell after her. I don’t care if Nate hears me. Let him.

I keep my fingers drying in front of the fan, stalling for a few more minutes. If I could stall until the date’s over that’d be great, but I know it won’t happen.

Please let this awful night end before it starts, I pray. But I have no such luck.

“Sloane!” calls my mom, and her tone tells me I better get my ass in gear.

Showtime.

Nate stands in the living room talking to my mother. He smiles when he sees me. He has a nice smile but it’s nothing compared to Siva’s megawatt smile. It might be rare but when he smiles it’s everything. Nate hugs me and kisses my cheek. I try not to show my annoyance.

“These are for you,” he says, handing me a bouquet of lilies.

“Thanks,” I say and try to muster some sort of exuberance but it falls completely flat.

“And these are for you,” he says, handing my mom a bouquet of sunflowers.

“Oh they’re lovely, Nate. You’re such a gentleman,” she swoons.

I roll my eyes and Nate sees me. Color floods my cheeks and Nate winks. “She’s crazy,” I mouth to cover myself.

“We better get going,” Nate says.

“Oh, of course,” says my mom, snapping out of her daze. “Sloane, hand me those and I’ll put them in some water.” I hand her the flowers. “Haaaave fuuuuuun,” she drawls out the words.

“Bye, Tammi,” chuckles Nate, clearly amused at her antics.

Finally, we escape the house and my crazy mother.

Nate puts his hand on the small of my back to guide me. I flinch and he drops his hand.

He holds the passenger door of his truck open for me. It’s tall and it takes me a moment to climb in.

“Thanks,” I mumble, trying to be polite.

He climbs into the truck and starts it. The radio blares a country song. “Sorry,” he grimaces, and turns the volume down.

Neither one of us says anything the entire ride to the restaurant. Nate awkwardly clears his throat several times like he’s about to say something but always decides against it. He pulls into the lot of a local family owned restaurant.

Finally, I have something to say, “Do Ginger and Fred still own this?”

He smiles, obviously relieved to have the silence broken. “Of course. I don’t think they’ll ever give it up.”

“I haven’t seen them in forever,” I remark.

“Well come on then.”

We walk into the restaurant and this time Nate doesn’t touch me. Ever since the incident with Mac I won’t let any man except Siva touch me. Just a passing brush of shoulders, by accident, will send me spiraling.

The restaurant is loud and boisterous like it always is. A game of pool is going on in the corner.

“Cory! Samantha!” I cry, recognizing two of the people playing.

“Sloane Campbell in the flesh! It can’t be!” cries Samantha, abandoning the game and hugging me. “How have you been?” she asks, slightly breathless and her cheeks flushed, probably from a beer or two.

“I’m good,” I say with a nod. “London’s great.”

“Oh, Sloane, you always were too good for this place.” Samantha sighs, pulling away.

“How are you, Samantha? You and Cory still together?” I ask, peeking over my shoulder at the slight guy leaning against the pool table.

“I’m great,” she says. She motions Cory over and laces their hands together. “We’ve been married for almost a year now,” she says, glowingly.

“Oh, my God!” I cry happily. “I can’t believe it! I mean I always knew you two would end up married but this young? Wow,” I breathe.

“We’re not that young,” she chortles.

I roll my eyes. “Twenty-three is young, Samantha.”

“Oh, Sloane, I see you’re still set in your ways. I’ve missed you. Are you back home for good?” she asks excitedly.

“Just a visit,” I say with a shake of my head. “I go back to London on Sunday.”

“I’m going to grab us a table,” Nate whispers in my ear.

“Okay,” I say, and turn back to Samantha.

She waggles her eyebrows suggestively. “Sloane,” she scolds, “you dirty little girl. Nate Harrelson? I had the biggest crush on him in high school.”

“Hey,” says Cory walking over and throwing an arm around her shoulders. “I thought you only had eyes for me.” He grins so we know he’s joking.

“I can look,” she defends, “but I can’t touch. Same goes for you.” She turns back to me. “So are you two on a date?”

“Kind of. Not really. No,” I mutter. “I have a boyfriend back in London but my mom … You know how she is. When she wants something she gets it.”

“Except for you to move back here,” Samantha jokes.

“Except for that,” I agree. “I love London. But … I don’t know how happy I am with my job.”

Samantha clucks her tongue. “Maybe you should quit. Do something new, exciting.”

“Maybe I will,” I say in agreement.

“Sloane!” Nate calls out. “I’ve got a table.”

I wince and look at Samantha. “That’s my cue to leave,” I say sadly. “Wish me luck.”

Nate waves me over to the table. He pulls out my chair and I slide into the table.

I look over the menu and decide on fried chicken. I don’t care if it isn’t proper date food. This is, after all, far from a proper date. In fact, in my eyes, it’s not a date at all.

I order and turn to Nate. He seems relaxed, completely at ease, despite my obvious reluctance to be here. I can’t help but envy him for that.

The waitress comes back with our glasses of water and I rack my brain for something, anything, to ask Nate.

“So … you own your parents’ nursery now?” I ask, trying to make small talk.

And he’s off. “Yeah,” he says, straightening. “It wasn’t my plan. I wanted to be a lawyer but when they decided to sell it ... Well” —he shrugs his broad shoulders— “I hated to see it go. So I dropped out of college and here I am.”

“Here you are,” I repeat. “Lawyer? Plant man?” I weigh my hands for emphasis. “That’s quite a difference.” I laugh, and it’s genuine.

“It is,” he says with a casual laugh. “But you do what you’ve got to do. I grew up working there. I hated to see a stranger own it.”

“No girlfriend?” I ask. The answer seems obvious, but I decide to ask anyway.

“Nope, no girlfriend,” he says, shaking his head.

“Why not? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Just haven’t met the right girl yet. Someday.” He leans toward me. “I’m sorry you got pushed into this.”

I flick my hand to show him it’s no big deal even though it had been. “My mom … she’s desperate to get me to move back here. God knows I love her but I wish she wouldn’t meddle.”

Nate laughs. “My mom won’t stop meddling in my love life. She’s always mumbling about grandkids and how she’ll be dead before I’m married. I’m twenty-four,” he chortles, “I’m still young.”

“My mom says the same thing. I guess we better get used to it.”

“So, Sloane,” he starts, “why on earth did you want to move to London to be a journalist? Couldn’t you have done the same thing here?”

“I could have,” I hedge, “but … it wouldn’t have been the same. I needed to get away. My dad was from London. He always talked about taking me there and when he died …” I shrug. “It seemed like a good way to keep a part of him.”

“That makes sense,” he agrees. “But don’t you miss your mom?”

“Yeah, of course I do. But even if I lived here I wouldn’t be living with my mother. I still wouldn’t see her every day.”

“But you would see her more than once a year.”

“Touché,” I laugh. “I really should visit more,” I whisper under my breath.

“I’m sorry,” Nate winces. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. This is probably why I don’t have a girlfriend. I never say the right thing.”

“It’s okay,” I rush to tell him. “You only voiced my own thoughts. I don’t know why I don’t visit more. Maybe it’s because I’m scared I might get stuck here and never leave.”

“Why would that happen?” he asks, sitting back so the waitress can put our plates on the table.

“I don’t know. My mom’s the only family I have left and she’s here.”

“You have to make your own way.”

“Then why aren’t you a lawyer?” I ask with a quirk of my brow.

He smirks. “I’m happy where I’m at in my life. Maybe fate intervened for a reason?”

“Do you think that happens?” I ask. “Do you really believe fate controls everything?”

“Maybe not everything but I do believes it plays a part in all our lives. If not I’d be wearing a suit right now, barking into my cell phone, and not here with you,” he reasons. “I’m glad I’m here. I’m glad I’m doing what I’m doing. I would’ve been miserable as a lawyer.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “As friends,” he adds with a laugh.

“Fate,” I repeat. “Do you think maybe … Oh, God I can’t believe I’m talking about this with you but, well, you’re a guy. I went back to Siva’s, my boyfriend,” I add for clarification, “flat before my flight and I caught him with another woman. He … well actually I found him at the airport and he swears nothing happened. I believe him but … if what you say about fate is true do you think maybe it’s telling me we aren’t meant to be together?” Hopefully he understands my point through all my rambling and pauses to gather my thoughts.

Nate swallows a bite of mashed potatoes before leaning toward me. “I think it’s for you to decide. Do you love him?”

“More than I ever thought it was possible. It scares me how much I love him.”

“You have your answer then,” he replies, “this is a speed bump. You move on from it. Your eyes light up when you say his name. That’s rare, really rare. I hope I feel that way about someone someday.”

“No, you don’t,” I say honestly, shaking my head and taking a sip of my water. “It’s miserable loving someone like this. Especially loving Siva. He’s complicated.”

Nate snorts. “Everyone’s complicated, don’t forget.”

We finish our meal, I insist on paying my own even though Nate protests, and then join Samantha and Cory for a game of pool. I feel like I’m in high school again. Just laughing and hanging out with my friends. Samantha has been a good friend of mine since middle school but we fell out of touch when I moved to London. She and Cory dated off and on but I always figured they would end up together. They’re perfect for each other. Samantha is loud and boisterous and Cory is quiet and thoughtful.

“Cory!” cries Samantha, elbowing him in the side. “You’re going to let them win!”

“Sam, shut up,” he says in his quiet way, “and let me concentrate.”

“Ugh! Just hit it already!” Samantha goads and smacks Cory on the butt.

“Sam, keep your hands to yourself. We’re in public,” Cory scolds, but a smile twitches his lips. He hits the ball and it goes in the pocket.

“Yes!” screams Samantha, jumping into Cory’s arms. “We win! Losers!” She points at Nate and me and sticks out her tongue.

Nate shakes his head at me. “Sore winners.”

“Samantha’s like that,” I say with a smile. “Some things never change.”

After Samantha and Cory, well just Samantha, comes down off her winner’s high, I turn to her. “Samantha, give me your phone number and email. I don’t want to lose touch once I go back to London.” I mean it too. Tonight showed me how much I missed my old friend, and only I can be blamed for us falling out of touch. She communicated some in the beginning, but after a while I stopped replying. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to know her anymore, but instead I was trying to leave my past behind. I realize now I was dumb. I can be old and new Sloane. Not one or the other.

“Oh, of course!” she chimes and sways. Cory puts a steady arm on her. Too many drinks for Sammy. She grabs a napkin and then looks around blindly for a pen.

“Here,” I say, and hand her one from my purse.

“Thanks!” she exclaims way too excitedly over a pen.

She hands the pen back and I scrawl my information on the bottom of the napkin she used. I then tear it and hand her my information.

“It’s been so good to see you.” She throws her arms around me. I stumble under the sudden assault and Nate steadies me. I don’t flinch this time.

“I missed you, Samantha. Don’t forget to call me,” I remind her. I release her death grip and then hug Cory. “Take care of her,” I warn.

He smiles smugly. “I always do.”

“Ready?” asks Nate motioning to the door.

“Yeah.”

He opens the truck door for me like a perfect Southern gentlemen.

“I’m really glad you came to dinner with me.”

I laugh. “I’m glad I did too. Just don’t tell my mother. All I’ll hear is, ‘I told you so, Sloane.’”

He laughs at my imitation of my mother. “You sound like her.”

“I am her daughter,” I chime.

“Yeah, I guess you are,” he says, still chuckling.

All of the awkwardness with Nate is gone and I think maybe I might have even made a friend. He pulls in the driveway and I scribble my email address down on a piece of paper stuck in my purse.

“Just in case I don’t see you again before I leave,” I tell him. “I’d really like to stay in touch, Nate.”

He smiles. “I’d like to be friends.”

“Great,” I say and kiss him on the cheek. “Thanks for the date.”

He laughs. “I didn’t even buy your dinner.”

“Thanks for the un-date then.” I shrug.

His laugh echoes behind me as I make my way to the door. Before I can turn the knob it swings open to reveal my mom jumping up and down on the balls of her feet and clapping her hands.

“How was it?” she asks. “Did you have fun? Oh, please tell me you were nice to the boy?” She pulls me toward the couch.

“It was okay. We’re better off friends. Remember, I have a boyfriend, Mom. And of course I was nice. Does that answer all your questions?”

“Friends why? He’s such a nice boy,” she pouts. Obviously, not all her questions have been answered.

I groan and roll my eyes. “Because I have a boyfriend.”

She sighs. “Can I at least see a picture of this boyfriend?” she asks.

“I don’t have one,” I admit.

She narrows her eyes at me. “Does he even exist, Sloane?”

“Mooooom!” I drawl out the word. “Of course he exists!”

She puts up her hands and says, “Okay, Sloanie. Don’t get defensive.”

“Where’s your computer?”

She points to the coffee table where her laptop resides. I power it up and bring up Google Images. I type in Siva Kapur.

Immediately, pictures of my amazing, brooding, arrogant, moody man pop up. He stands in one of his trademark suits in front of the modern backdrop of his business. Whenever I ask Siva what his business is he always sighs and says, “Sloane, it’s lots of things. I’m involved with publishing, oil, real estate, lumber, fishing, I’ve got my finger in everything.”

In the picture, he has his arms crossed over his chest and a broody look on his face. His black eyebrows narrow at the camera as if daring it to take a bad picture of him.

“That’s him?” asks my mom.

“That’s Siva,” I inform her. “The way most people see him. With me … he’s so different. Happy.”

“He’s … handsome,” she admits reluctantly.

I look at my mom like she’s crazy. “He’s way more than handsome.”

“And he’s Devak’s brother?”

“Yeah?” I say but it comes out as a question. “Where are you going with this?”

“It’s … oh, honey,” she says, patting my knee. “Do you think maybe you’re attaching your feelings to Siva because you miss Dev? The next best thing,” she adds with a pitying look.

“No,” I say vehemently, shaking my head. “I love Siva. I’m in love with Siva. He’s … he’s everything to me, Mom. I love him so much it hurts. I never felt like that with Dev. I loved Dev but … this is different, so different. You have to believe me.”

She looks at me in sympathy. “Oh, sweetie, you do love him, don’t you? That look on your face … wow.” She whistles. “My eyes lit up like that whenever I talked about your daddy. I miss him,” she says softly.

I hug my mom. “Is it supposed to hurt this much, Mom?” I ask.

“My sweet Sloane,” she says softly in the way only a mother can. “True love hurts the worst.”




***




“Bye, Mommy,” I say, hugging my mom goodbye at the airport. I rarely call her Mommy anymore, but it’s what I grew up calling her until I was in high school, and right now I feel like I’m saying goodbye to my mommy not my mom.

“It’s so good to hear you call me mommy. It’s like you’re five years old again,” she says with a wistful smile. “And Sloanie?” She holds me at arm’s length. “Be sure and let the boy know how much you love him,” she warns, and pats my cheek.

I swallow. “I will,” I say, finally finding my voice.

“I love you, baby girl.” She hugs me again.

“I love you, too.”

She hugs me once more and then starts to walk away. She turns back and says in a soft pleading tone, “Please try and visit more.”

I smile. “I will.”

I mean it too. Even though this trip was short it showed me how important it is to come home and spend time with family and friends. Our roots are important, and no matter how hard you try you can’t ever fully cut them away.

She smiles too. “And bring that man of yours this time,” she adds in a warning tone.

I laugh. “Of course.”

She waves once more and then is gone. 
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The plane touches down in London. It’s good to be home. Home. This is my home now. Savannah, Georgia may have been my birthplace, the place I grew up, but London is where I belong. I feel like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. But another one replaces it. An even heavier one. Siva.

We depart the plane and I go to get my bags. Once that headache is complete I head for the exit planning to get a taxi. But that isn’t what fate has in store for me.

He stands leaning against a column. Hands stuffed into his designer jeans and a loose gray sweater hugs his shoulders. His black hair, normally slicked back, is now around his head in disarray but I think it only serves to make him more beautiful. He’s looking at the ground as if he wants to melt into the wall and never be seen. He’s imperfect and perfect all at the same time and I wouldn’t have him any other way. Scars and all.

As if sensing my presence he looks up and his violet eyes meet mine. He smiles hugely but his smile soon turns to a frown as he remembers our last encounter and what prompted it.

I walk toward him. I seem to have no choice in the matter. My feet carry me right to him like we’re magnets and when we get close enough we have to connect.

“What are you doing here?” I gasp, still in shock. I keep expecting him to disappear like a mirage in the desert.

A small smile tries to quirk his lips but he shoots it down. “Making the big gesture,” he says softly.

“Coming to get me from the airport is a big gesture?” I ask with a laugh.

“Well, when you put it that way,” he says and smiles a real smile.

But that doesn’t mean the giant pink elephant isn’t still in the room. I decide to clear the air.

“Siva, I said I believed you and I’m sticking by that.”

He narrows his eyes at me. “In your heart do you believe that or are you just saying it?”

“In my heart,” I vow, and put my hand over my chest to further my point.

“I would never hurt you like that. At one time it was my way; I’m not going to lie. But now? No, never. You mean too much to me. You’ve changed me. For the better,” he adds and puts his hand on my wrist.

I look around the airport and then at him. “Can we go home?” I beg quietly.

He grins. “Home? As in my place?”

“Well, yeah.” I shrug like it’s no big deal. “That is the place I’ve been living for almost six months.”

“But you called it home,” he reminds me.

I smile. “You’re my home.”

“You’re full of great one-liners aren’t you?” he jokes and hearing the lightness come from him feels good.

“I don’t know about that.”

He laughs, puts one arm over my shoulder, takes one of my bags, and leads me from the airport.




***




“Siva?” I begin, that night during dinner.

“Yes?” He raises a brow after he swallows a bite of fish.

“I’m going to quit my job.” I blurt the words out there, getting a feel for how they sound, and it’s as right as I thought it’d be.

He chokes on his wine. “What? Why?”

I shrug my shoulders nonchalantly. “It doesn’t make me happy. I need a change of pace,” I explain. He knows this already, of course, but I’ve been so adamant on not quitting.

“Do you want me to set up an interview for you?” he asks once he recovers.

“No,” I say. “I appreciate it but I want to do something completely different. I’m sure I’ll go back to journalism and take you up on your offer but not right now.”

“Why the change of heart?” he asks. “I thought you loved writing.”

“I do,” I sigh. “But … I guess sometimes I feel like my life is passing me by. I want to do something different to say I did.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“So, you’re okay with it?” I asked.

“Of course. It’s your life. I’m not going to try and control you.”

I smile up at him. “I love you.”

He grins like a fool. “And I love you.” He pauses. “Can I take you to bed now?”

I laugh and nod my head. Last night he wouldn’t touch me, saying he wanted to make sure I was one-hundred percent over the Alexa thing. I truly am. I believe what he told me, and she got fired for it, so there’s nothing to worry about.

He grabs me up in his arms and carries me up the steps bridal style. I wrap my arms around his neck.

Most days, I can’t believe we ever got to this point. Things were so strained between us in the beginning. I never in a million years would’ve thought then it would turn into the greatest love of my life.

“I thought you were hungry?”

“Not anymore. At least not for food but I’m starved for you,” he says.

He lays me down on the bed and stands back unbuttoning his shirt. Inch by delicious inch his brown skin is exposed. The tiny scars are a lighter color, but I think they only make him more beautiful and unique.

He bends his body over mine and presses his lips to mine. “I never knew I could love someone like I love you,” he murmurs.

“I feel the same,” I breathe.

I thought I knew what love was, but Siva showed me it’s the complete opposite.

“Lift your arms,” he commands, and I do as I’m told relishing in the heat in his steely gaze. He removes my shirt and it joins his somewhere on the floor. My chest heaves with each breath I take.

Even though this isn’t our first time together, somehow it feels like it is. After what happened before I left for the States this feels monumental somehow. Like a step into new territory, taking us in a whole new direction.

He takes my hand and pulls me up so we’re both standing now.

He ducks his head into the crook of my neck placing a tender kiss to the sensitive skin.

“Sloane,” he murmurs, then bites the skin. “Mine,” he growls.

He places kisses all over my chest and then pops the claps on my bra letting it fall down my arms. I let it fall and before it can hit the ground he palms my breasts, his mouth latching onto one of the stiff peaks.

“Oh, my God,” I moan, feeling my body clench from the pleasure.

He drops to his knees and looks up at me as he undoes the button on my jeans and tugs them and my panties down my hips. He drops kisses on the inside of my thighs, down to my knees and calves. It’s like he’s determined to kiss every surface of my body.

“Lie down and spread your legs,” he commands, and I do.

I’m so lost in him right now I’ll do whatever he says.

“Oh, my God, Siva,” I gasp a moment later, my fingers pulling on his silky dark hair when his mouth latches onto my center. He kisses me there like he’s starved. I moan as he swirls his tongue. He’s way too good at this. He barely has to do anything and I’m ready to go off like a rocket.

He works his tongue against me like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like he could do this all day long.

When my orgasm hits my whole body shakes with the force of it and his head surfaces with a too pleased smile.

“Your turn,” I say, sitting up with a smirk.

He shakes his head and pushes me back down with a steady hand on my stomach.

“No. Tonight is all about you. You deserve it.”

I watch as he strips out of the rest of his clothes, highly enjoying the show. His tall body is lean and slightly muscular. He’s strong in a way that isn’t intimidating. Though he can certainly be that way if he wants to.

He grabs a condom from the drawer, rolls it on, and grabs my legs, pulling me toward him.

“Eyes on mine,” he commands.

I raise my eyes to his and gasp a second later when he thrusts inside.

My lips part and a second later his cover mine stealing all the oxygen left in my lungs. Somehow, even while he takes my breath away he also breathes life back into me.

Our bodies move together in sync, like we were made to fit together like two puzzle pieces. It’s magic. We’re magic.

“I never knew I could love someone like I love you,” he murmurs, and my heart soars.

I don’t think I’ll ever grow tired of hearing him tell me he loves me. Love is the most powerful feeling that exists and Siva’s love burns with the power of the sun. Maybe it’s because he hasn’t loved much in his life, but when he does love he does it fiercely.

He kisses me again, tugging my bottom lip between his teeth and letting it go with a pop. He glides his hand down my body, finding the tight bundle of nerves and begins to rub.

“Siva,” I pant. “Siva, oh … oh, my God.”

“Let go,” he urges. “I’ve got you.”

And I do, because I know he does. 
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My hair hangs in waves down my back. It’s chilly today so I slip on a pair of jeans and a thick grey sweater. Siva comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my body. He kisses my cheek.

“Quitting today?”

“No time like the present,” I sigh. I’m nervous, this is a big risk, but not nervous enough to not do it. This feels right.

He smiles. “Good luck. Not that you need it.”

I take in his pajama-clad body. “Are you going to work?”

“No. I’ve got something planned for tonight.” He grins mischievously.

“And it’s going to take you all day?” I raise a brow.

“It has to be perfect.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “What do you have planned?”

“It’s a surprise,” is all he’ll say.

“Okay. I’ve got to go.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him.

Instead of taking the elevator to the garage I go to the lobby. I stand outside the lobby and hail a taxi. I’m surprised Siva is letting me take a taxi. His mysterious plans must be very important.

I hand the driver some cash when we arrive at Avid News and head into the building.

“Hey!” calls Lyndi.

“I’ll be right back,” I say to her. She frowns but sits back down. She’s going to be so sad when she learns I quit.

I knock on April’s office door.

“Come in,” she calls.

April is seated behind her desk tapping violently on her keyboard. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a severe bun. A wrinkle has formed between her brow as she concentrates. I hate letting her down but this must be done.

“Sloane, what do you need?” she asks, looking up.

This is hard. I’ve worked here ever since I finished college. Avid News is familiar to me, the people my friends, and I’m about to say goodbye to it all.

“Well as you know I went to visit my mom and it gave me some time to think about things.” I clear my throat. “April, I’m quitting.”

She sighs. “I knew this day would come. I hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. You’re too good for this place, though. I’ll give you a good recommendation,” she says.

“Thank you,” I tell her, “and I’ll take you up on it … one day. For now I want to do something different.”

She smiles. “I can understand. I wish you all the luck, Sloane. You’re very talented.”

“Thanks, April. I’ll get my stuff out of your way.”

“Take your time,” she says and then goes back to her clacking.

When I come out of April’s office, Lyndi comes up to me, and says, “You’re quitting, aren’t you?”

Jesus Christ, did April announce it over a loud speaker the second I closed the door? Well, obviously not or I wouldn’t heard it. So, how?

“Yeah,” I say puzzled. “How did you know?”

“It’s written all over your face.”

“I’m going to miss you,” I tell her honestly.

“This isn’t goodbye,” says Lyndi. “We’ll still see each other. Maybe do lunch one day?” she suggests. “We’ll still be friends no matter where you work.”

“That would be great,” I say honestly. I don’t want to lose my friend. It took me too long to make one and I’ve learned how important friendship is. 

She goes back to her little cubicle but leans over the partition to talk to me while I pack up my stuff, there isn’t much. I’ve never been the type to clutter my work space.

“How was it seeing your mom?” she asks.

“It was great. She drives me nuts but at least she makes me laugh. She set me up on a date,” I admit.

Lyndi laughs. “I bet you loved that,” she says sarcastically.

“You know it. I went kicking and screaming the whole way. I think she now understands how much I love Siva; so I guess it was worth the torment.” I shrug. “Actually, Nate was a great guy. You two would be perfect for each other except for the whole distance thing,” I say, clearing out my desk.

Lyndi giggles. “I’ve dated practically all the male population of London. I doubt one guy from America is going to tame my wild heart.”

“You never know,” I sing-song.

“That’s true,” she agrees, looking away lost in her thoughts.

I dump a pack of pencils into the box. Realizing it’s the last of it I look into the box to see what I have. Pencils, notebooks, pens, an eraser. It’s pathetically little to have collected as long as I have been here.

I pull out my phone and call Siva.

“Sloane? Are you okay?” he asks. I hardly ever called him and he always freaks out when I do. No doubt, he remembers the night at the bar with Mac.

“I’m fine, Siva.” I laugh in an amused tone. “I was wondering if someone could pick up my belongings from work. I want to walk around for a bit and then I’ll take a taxi home.”

“Yeah,” he says quickly. “I’ll send someone.”

“Thanks.”

“So you really did it? You quit?”

“I did,” I say. I can’t wipe the stupid grin off my face. This feels right.

I can feel his smile over the phone.

“I’ll see you later,” he says.

“Bye,” I reply and hang up.

“You’ve got that dreamy, drool running out of the side of your mouth face,” comments Lyndi.

“It’s called being in love. It’ll happen to you one day,” I warn her.

“Yuck,” she gags. “I can’t be tamed. I’m a wild flower. Wild and free.”

“Wild flowers are never alone,” I remind her with a laugh. “I better go,” I add, “before April thinks I changed my mind.”

Lyndi smiles. “Don’t forget to call me.”

“I won’t,” I promise.




***




The sounds of the outside world bombard me. The taxis, the people chatting on their phones, the click-clack-clacking of heels. I smile. It’s nice to be free. I rarely ever get to experience this time of day in London and definitely never during the work week.

I walk down the street wandering. I go in and out of odd little shops I’ve seen but never had the time to venture into. I walk a couple more blocks before entering a unique little bookstore. Every surface seems to be covered with books. The walls, the floor, every available space is littered with them. A huge oriental rug covers the floor and the walls are painted hot pink and cobalt blue. The books range from newly released, to obviously very old copies, some maybe even hundreds of years old. String lights hang from the ceiling creating a tent like atmosphere. The smell of old books is dulled by the smell of fresh coffee being made. I have to tiptoe around the stacks of books to make sure I don’t knock any over. Suddenly, a ball of golden brown and black hair comes running at me. A pink tongue flicks out at me.

“Astor!” cries a voice from the back.

I bend down to the dog offering my hand for him to sniff. He must deem me worthy because his pink tongue licks my hand leaving behind a slobbery wet spot. I laugh and scratch the dog behind his ears.

“Astor,” scolds a woman coming from a back room. I stand up to greet her.

She’s pretty, probably around nineteen, and her shoulder-length hair is hot pink.

“I’m so sorry about him,” she says grabbing the dog by the collar. “Bad Astor,” she scolds.

“It’s okay,” I say. Just then, a ball of gray fur jumps down from somewhere onto the counter behind me and hisses.

The girl sighs. “And this is Ruby. I’m not going to even bother apologizing for her behavior. She’s a bitch through and through.”

I turn around and glance at the Persian. Her green eyes are narrowed at me and she hisses again. I jump away.

The girl sighs. “She’s like that with everyone. She only likes my great-grandma. Two of a kind,” she mutters.

“Are you talking about me, child?” calls a gravelly voice, and a moment later and old, stooped over woman, appears.

“Of course not, Grannie,” says the girl, giving me a conspiratorial smile.

The older woman is … old. She looks about ninety-five. Her face is wrinkled and her hands are covered in liver spots. Her gray hair is wispy around her skull, barely covering it. She uses a cane to get around. But her smile is kind and her pale blue eyes sparkle with laughter. She comes up to me and pats my cheek in only the way a grandma can and get away with it.

“Hello, child,” she says in her crackly voice. “I’m Alice and this disgrace here is Mae, my great-granddaughter.” She smiles at Mae fondly and you can see how much she loves her great-granddaughter and the joking banter between the two is cute. Mae rolls her eyes playfully.

Mae looks over at me. “Grannie thinks the pink is too much,” she says and fluffs her hair.

Alice glances at me. “The carpet must match the drapes,” she chortles.

I laugh too. “I love your store,” I remark. “It’s absolutely lovely.”

“This old place?” asks Alice.

“Yeah, it’s great.”

Alice tsks. “You need better taste, girl.”

“You aren’t hiring by any chance, are you?” I inquire.

Alice looks me up and down. “I wasn’t but … well an old woman needs a break. You look like a hard worker. When can you start?”

“Now?”

Her smile lights her face. “Great! Mae show—what’s your name?”

“Sloane,” I answer.

“Show Sloane how to work the register and espresso machine.”

“Okay, Grannie. Do you need help to the back?” Mae puts out a helping hand but Alice bats it away.

“I’ll get back there like I got out here; on my own two feet,” Alice harrumphs and then shuffles away.

“She’s a spit-fire,” I say.

Mae laughs. “She’s a pistol all right. Come on.” She motions with her head behind the counter. “This is the register.” She points to an antique monstrous contraption. “It’s intimidating, I know,” she warns, upon seeing my face. “But fortunately it’s not hard to work.” She goes through the instructions and then leads me to a back room where an equally intimidating espresso machine sits with a cluster of odd little coffee cups around it.

“We always offer our customers a complimentary cup of coffee,” she says and shrugs. “Grannie says it’s called hospitality. When I remind her this is a store and not a house she turns her nose up at me.” Mae’s blue eyes sparkle. They’re a shade darker than Alice’s. Mae runs through the instructions and then says, “If you ever forget they’re written down here. Just don’t tell Grannie.” She giggles.

“No problem,” I say with a chuckle. I have no doubt Alice would lose her mind if she knew Mae had written down instructions.

“Think you can man the front? I’m trying to help Grannie with some paperwork.” Her voice is soft but with a husky undertone to it.

“I’ve got it.”

“Great,” she chimes with a smile and claps her hands. “If you need me holler. Come on, Astor,” she calls to the dog. The wheaten terrier looks longingly at me and then trots after Mae. I take my post at the register where Ruby resides on the counter. She promptly turns her green eyes on me and hisses. I know we’re going to be great friends.




***




A part of me can’t believe I quit my job at Avid News and the other part of me is ecstatic to be doing something different. Mae and Alice are great and make me laugh. They’re so accepting of me. I feel like a part of their family and I only met them hours ago. We’re practically strangers. I’m helping Mae and Alice close the store when my phone rings. I pull it out of my pocket. Siva.

“Go ahead and get it, dear,” says Alice.

“Thanks,” I tell her. “Siva?” I answer the phone.

“Sloane, where are you? Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you,” he rambles into the phone. “You said you were going to walk for a while but it’s been hours.”

“Slow down. I’m fine,” I say in a calming tone. “I got a job actually,” I explain and tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry I worried you. I should’ve let you know. That was silly of me.”

“That was fast. Where’d you get a job?”

“Callahan’s Books,” I answer.

“I have no idea where it is but I’m coming to get you. Don’t you dare get in a taxi,” he warns and his tone leaves no room for argument.

I rattle off the address and he promises to be here soon.

I sigh and turn to Mae and Alice. Alice is grinning at me. “Is that your young man?”

I laugh. “My very protective man.”

“My Willie was like that. Bless his soul,” she says, making the sign of the cross. She turns to Mae. “Let’s wait for Sloane’s young lad to get here before we go. I hate for her to be waiting here by herself.” She pats Mae’s hand.

Mae rolls her eyes and flicks a wild pink strand from her face. “Grannie just wants to see him,” she tells me. “She likes them young.”

“I do not,” says Alice and stomps on Mae’s foot.

“Ow,” Mae blurts and rubs her foot. “That hurt, you crazy old fool.”

“You can go on. I’m fine,” I tell them.

Alice looks sternly at me. “Nonsense, child.”

Mae gives me a look. “There’s no point in arguing with her. She’s a stubborn thing.”

“You’ve got that right,” Alice pipes up.

I laugh at them. They’re quite the duo and are going to make work enjoyable.

Fifteen or so minutes later Siva pulls up to the curb. Alice and Mae shuffle outside to see him.

“Mae, Alice, this is Siva. Siva, this is Mae and Alice.” I point to everyone.

“Nice to meet you,” he says.

Mae looks mesmerized. Alice looks Siva up and down and says, “You be good to our girl, now.”

“I wouldn’t be any other way.”

Alice glances at me approvingly. “You did good.”

I laugh.

“Now if only Mae could find a nice young man,” she comments.

“Grannie!” cries Mae.

Siva chuckles. “Well, it was nice to meet you ladies.” He kisses their hands and I swear they both swoon.

“I’ll see you guys tomorrow!” I call as they start down the street.

Siva gets the car door for me. He’s chuckling as he climbs in the driver’s side.

“What?” I ask.

He chuckles some more. “Only you could find a job an hour after quitting another.”

I join his laughter. “It was kind of an on the site decision. They weren’t even hiring.”

His laughter booms. “That makes it even better.”

“You’re in a good mood,” I comment. “Does this have anything to do with your mysterious plans?” I ask, using air quotes.

He chuckles. “Maybe.”

“Should I change for these plans?”

“No,” he says and I see then he’s dressed similarly. Jeans and a black sweater.

He drives through central London and comes to a stop in front of a fancy hotel. The parking attendant opens my door. Siva hands him the keys and then takes my hand.

“Where are we going?” I ask as he leads me into the hotel.

“Dinner,” he explains, and turns left into the hotel’s restaurant.

“Siva,” I say warningly. “This place probably costs an arm and a leg.”

“It’s fine,” he tells me. “Don’t ruin this night for me.” His violet eyes flash in playful warning for me to be on my best behavior.

“Name?” asks the hostess.

“Reservation for two under the name Kapur.”

“Right this way, sir.” The hostess grabs two menus and leads us to a private back room. Everything is done in black, gold, and cream. Before the hostess leaves, Siva orders a bottle of wine.

We sit across from each other and Siva smiles at me. It’s one of his rare blinding smiles. “Do try and enjoy yourself.”

“I am,” I say.

“You look like you swallowed something sour.”

I smile. “It seems a bit much,” I comment, looking around.

“Nothing is ever too much for you,” he says softly.

A waiter comes to get our order. We both order a steak costing three times what it should.

Siva takes my hand from where it rests on the table. His fingers gently massage my knuckles. I downcast my eyes. I can’t meet his intense violet-eyed stare. It’s too much.

“Come here,” he pleads.

“Why?” I smile slightly.

“Because I want you to.”

I stand and he pulls me down into his lap. His fingers tangle in my hair. He guides my mouth down to meet his. His mouth is warm against mine and clouds my senses. When Siva kisses me I can’t think. It’s like my brain decides to up and leave whenever his lips touch mine. My heartbeat speeds up. Finally, I back away breathless.

“Siva,” I gasp on a breath, “what if someone comes in?”

He laughs warmly. “Then they’ll see me kissing a beautiful woman.” He glances at the table. “Looks like they already did.”

I look behind me at the table. Our food has been brought and I didn’t even notice anyone coming or going. That’s what Siva’s kisses do to me.

I crawl out of his lap as dignified as I can. He chuckles and wipes lip-gloss from his mouth.

“Laugh while you can,” I warn him.

“Oh, I am,” he said. “Wine?” He asks with a knowing smirk.

“I think you know the answer,” I say sarcastically. He laughs and pours himself a glass.

We eat in silence, stealing glances at one another, and as the evening progresses Siva seems to become more and more nervous. He keeps clearing his throat and tugging on his sweater. He pays for the meal and clears his throat once more.

“Fancy a walk?”

“It’s kind of chilly but yeah,” I agree. “A walk would be nice.”

“Good,” he says and seems relieved.

He takes my hand and leads me from the restaurant out of the hotel. We walk across the street to Hyde Park. The night is nippy and the stars shine brightly. It’s an oddly cloudless evening. The moon is nothing but a crescent. He leads me deeper into the park. Lights are spaced at intervals marking the path. Despite the chilly air Siva’s palm is sweating in mine.

“Siva, where are we going?” I ask.

“Almost there,” he says, his voice higher than normal. “Almost.”

He stops in front of the Serpentine; a lake in the middle of the park.

“Sloane, I know we haven’t known each other long,” he says, taking both of my hands, “and I know at times I’ve been a complete arse to you.” HIs lips quirk, the scar flashing in the moonlight. “But I love you. I never thought I would say that to anyone. But you’ve bewitched me, captured my heart, tamed the beast. Take your pick. You’ve melted my frozen heart and I want the world to know you’re mine. I never thought I could love anyone but then I met you and I find myself wanting things I’ve never wanted before. I want you to be mine forever.” He pulls a small dark box from his pocket and gets down on one knee.

“Oh, God,” I blurt. “Oh, my God.” Tears begin to leak out of my eyes. “Siva,” I gasp. To say I’m shocked is an understatement. I didn’t expect this at all.

He takes my hands in his. “Sloane,” he says, and his voice is thick like he’s trying to hold back his own tears. “Please say you’ll be my wife?”

The tears fall relentlessly down my face. My heart feels like it may burst from happiness and excitement. I love this man more than I ever believed it was possible to love someone. But I can’t find the words to answer him. My throat has closed up.

“Sloane?” he asks, nerves making his voice sound strange. “Will you be my wife?” he asks the question again, looking unsure now.

I swallow around the large lump in my throat.

“Yes,” I finally manage to breathe out.

He stands and his arms wrap around me. He twirls me and I squeal like a little girl. He kisses my cheeks, my forehead, my hair, my eyelids, and finally my lips. He lowers me to the ground and deepens the kiss. He pulls away and puts his forehead against mine, which is difficult with the height difference. “I wasn’t sure you were going to say yes,” he admits.

I shake my head. “I love you. Why would I say no?”

He chuckles. “I’m difficult, I’m moody, and I’m many other things that aren’t very good. I thought those many things might be too much for you. And after what you walked into … well, I thought you might say no.”

“You may be all that, Siva, but you’re all of it and mine,” I tell him honestly. He laughs once more before lifting me from the ground and kissing me.

He puts me down and opens the box. “Oh, it’s beautiful, Siva,” I gasp, taking in the ring.

He slips it onto my finger. “It was my mom’s,” he tells me and then kisses the ring.

It’s a marquise cut sapphire with diamonds running down the band. The top diamonds branch off from the ring and cradle the sapphire.

I wrap my arms around Siva’s neck and kiss him. I can’t get enough of his lips at the moment. “I love you,” I sigh dreamily. This feels like a dream, to be honest.

“I love you, my future wife,” he murmurs and kisses me once more.  
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Siva holds my hand and his fingers keep playing with the ring now residing proudly on my finger. The whole thing seems so surreal.

“Did you really propose to me?” I ask as he turns down the street leading to the garage of his flat. I feel like I’m dreaming. Never in a million years did I ever think Siva would ask me to marry him. And after only knowing each other for six or so months and dating even less? I think I must have been transported to some parallel universe. 

Siva chuckles and squeezes my hand. “Yes, I’m pretty sure I did.”

“Wow,” I breathe.

“Wow,” he seconds. 

He turns into the garage. “Are you … having doubts?” 

“No,” I say with a laugh. “Just making sure this is real.”

“You weren’t sure?” He quirks a brow.

“No, I wasn’t. I didn’t really think you were the tied down, marrying type,” I explain.

He puts the car in park. Siva sighs and rubs his face. “I wasn’t until I met you. Now I find myself wanting things I never wanted before. It’s strange for me. But now I want nothing more than for you to be my wife,” he tells me. He laughs to himself and plays with my hand. “You know … I still can’t believe you had to see that.”

“When I walked in on you and Alexa?” I ask.

“Yes,” he sighs. “I was horror stricken to say the least. I thought I was going to lose you over something so stupid. I was … angry. Angrier than I’ve ever been in my entire life and I’ve been angry many times. My anger scared Alexa. I fired her and screamed at her and frankly? I wanted to put my hands around her throat and strangle her. My behavior was unforgivable.” He chuckles. “Jacob came back and found me. I had made quite a mess of the place by then. He helped me up and then punched me. Punched me!” Siva laughs. “I fell down on my arse and he pointed his finger at me. ‘Sloane is a nice woman. A nice woman who is in love with you for some unknown reason. I don’t know what you were doing with that woman but you need to get off your sorry arse and find her and explain. Do it now, you no good piece of shit.’”

“Sounds harsh,” I say with a laugh. I’m surprised Siva didn’t fire Jacob for such a comment and the punch. But I know Jacob is his friend before business. 

“Far from it. It was just what I needed. I went to the airport to find you but instead you found me. I hoped you’d understand and believe me. And you said you did but I knew you needed some cooling off time and I knew there was no way I could propose to you after. I knew I had to wait until you came back and I knew for sure where we stood.” His hand comes up to cup my cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I loved you sooner.”

“You’ve told me now.” I say. “And besides, I should have told you too. I didn’t want to scare you.”

“Scare me?” he chuckles.

“I was under the impression you were a commitment-phobe.”

“Right,” he says with a small laugh. “I see why you didn’t.” He opens the car door but then stops and turns to look at me. “I want you to know I understand I have a lot to make up for in my life and I’m trying.”

“I know you are,” I say and get out of the car.

His fingers entwine with mine and he presses the elevator button. “I will be good enough for you,” he vows.

I smiled at him. “You already are.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “I’m not. But I will be.”

I decide to let it drop. I don’t feel like arguing with him. After all, we got engaged, I don’t want anything to sour my mood. 

“Should we tell my mom?” I ask as the elevator rises.

He winces. “She doesn’t even know me.”

I grin. “She’ll have to know you now.” The elevator doors slide open and I drag Siva into the family room where I left my laptop. “I showed her how to work the video chat while I was home.  I hope she remembers,” I say, powering it up.

Siva flops on the couch like a sullen child. “What if she doesn’t like me? I’m not exactly prince charming,” he groans and rubs his eyes. 

“I’m the one who’s marrying you, not my mother, so I have to like you, not her. And you are prince charming, my prince charming,” I tell him and squeeze his hand. “Don’t worry,” I say.

The green light is on, indicating my mom is logged on, so I hit the button to request a chat. A moment later my fussing mother appears on the screen.

“This thing is for the birds. My goodness, how do you work this thing? Oh—” she says noticing Siva and me. “It works.”

I laugh while Siva squeezes my hand in a death grip. I’m quickly losing the circulation. “Hey, Mom, this is Siva,” I say and point at him, though it’s obvious who it is since I did show her a picture.

“He’s a keeper.” She winks.

“Moooom!” I scold, mortified.

“Ello’,” chimes Siva. “It’s nice to meet you even if it is through a computer.”

My mom giggles like a catholic school girl. “You must come visit.”

“Of course,” he says charmingly. “And I will arrange for you to visit us sometime soon. I’m sure Sloane will need your help.” He looks at me significantly. I gulp. I thought I was ready to tell her but now I’m not so sure.

“With what? What do you need help with, Sloanie?”

“Sloanie?” Siva chuckles at the nickname. I narrow my eyes at him.

“What is it?” she prompts.

I hold up my left hand. The sapphire and diamonds sparkle in the light.

“Oh, my God,” my mom gasps and literally falls out of her chair.

“Mom? Mom!” I call, getting worried. 

“I’m okay,” she blurts out and her hand appears on the screen as she climbs back into the kitchen chair. “You gave me quite a shock. I wasn’t expecting that. Engaged?” she pants.

“Yes.” I look at Siva.

“Wow, it’s … sudden,” she says hesitantly.

“When you know you … know.”

“Well, I’m happy for you,” she says and gives me a weak smile. “Have you set a date?” 

“No,” I say strongly. “This happened a little while ago.”

“Oh.” She sounds relieved. “Keep me posted, sweetie. I have to go. I love you. Congratulations. Oh, and it was nice to meet you, Siva.”

“Love you too,” I say. Siva waves and then she clicks off. “That was odd.” I turn to Siva.

He rubs my shoulder. “She’s shocked is all. We haven’t been dating long,” he reasons.

He’s right, but I’m still not so sure.

“That must be it,” I murmur.




***




“Grannie!” calls Mae. “You have to see Sloane’s ring! Looks like boyfriend decided to make things permanent,” she says, twisting my hand so the sapphire sparkles in the different light.

Alice hobbles in. “What is it, child?” She squints.

Mae drags me by my hand toward Alice. “Look, Grannie! Sloane got engaged last night!”

Alice peeps at me. Her gray hair is pulled back in a strict bun that makes her look like a ballet teacher or maybe a headmistress of a boarding school. I don’t know how she has enough hair to manage it, but somehow she makes her wisps look elegant. 

“Engaged? Then what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be celebrating?”

I laugh. “I have to work.”

“Right,” Alice nods in agreement, “good girl. It’s a beautiful ring,” she adds.

“Thank you.”

Alice shuffles on to the back.

Mae sighs and looks at me. “Grannie thinks I need to get married. But I’m only nineteen. I mean come on, let me live a little before I’m stuck with one penis for the rest of my life.”

“I’m going to die soon!” calls Alice from the back. She must have super sonic hearing like a bat. “I’d like the chance to meet my great-great-grandchild before I go.”

Mae laughs. “See,” she says as she points to the back office, “what I have to deal with? It’s ridiculous.” She tilts her head toward the back and yells, “Besides, you’re going to live forever, that’s what happens when even the devil doesn’t want your soul.”

I hear a hiss and it’s not Ruby, so I’m pretty sure it’s Alice who makes the sound. “You know you love me!” calls Alice.

Mae rolls her eyes at me. “Half the time she acts like she can’t hear when one hundred percent of the time she hears everything.” She sighs and taps her fingers against the counter.

“Get to work, Mae, and stop flapping your lips!” Alice scolds loudly.

Mae throws her hands up in a helpless gesture. “Yes, Grannie!”

Mae goes off to organize a shelf of books while I shake my head. Their easy banter is uplifting. They act more like mother and daughter than great-grandmother and great-grandchild.

From across the room Mae shelves a book and says, “I can’t believe you’re marrying Siva Kapur. I thought he was some kind of a playboy to be honest.”

I sigh. “I can’t either. But … he’s so different now than when I first met him.”

“How so?” she asks curiously, pulling her bubblegum pink hair up off her neck and then letting it drop.

“Less angry,” I supply. “He smiles more, laughs, acts like an actual person. He seems happy now,” I add.

Mae smiles. “I hope you guys are happy and stay happy.”

“I do too.”




***




I walk around the corner from Callahan’s Books to a little café. I called Lyndi last night to see if she could meet me for lunch. 

“Sloane!” she calls from a corner table. I wind my way through and plop down at the table. “Long time no see,” she jokes.

I smile at her. “Has April found my replacement yet?”

“No,” she says. “It’s been a day. I doubt she’s going to find an adequate replacement in twenty-four hours.”

I laugh. “You’re right. Though stranger things have happened.” 

Like me getting engaged.

A waiter comes by and we order our drinks and a sandwich.

“So …” prompts Lyndi. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t invite me to lunch because you missed my pretty face that much.” She bats her lashes. “So, what’s up?”

I place my left hand on the table. She doesn’t catch the hint so I pretend to mess with my hair. Her eyes zero in on the ring and get as large as saucers. 

“Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Oh, my god!” she screams in the middle of the restaurant. She jumps out of her seat and hugs me. “Sloane! Congrats! The invisible man put a ring on it!”

“He did,” I agree with a smile. I can’t seem to stop smiling.

“I can’t believe it,” she breathes in shock, sitting back down. “I will be a bridesmaid, right?” she asks in a warning tone.

“Of course,” I say to her. There’s no way I’m telling this spitfire no. 

That is if we don’t elope first. I never was the big poufy dress type.

“Are you excited?”

 “I don’t know. I’m still kind of shocked. I wasn’t expecting it, you know? So I’m still getting used to the idea of it. But it feels right.”

Lyndi laughs. “No, I wouldn’t know. I’ve never dated a crazy guy before.”

I narrow my eyes at the pretty red head. “He’s not crazy.”

Lyndi sighs dramatically. “Oh, Sloane. When will you learn to take a joke? You’re too defensive.” She sips her water.

“You … you don’t know him. I don’t like it when you say stuff like that.” I shrug and run my fingers through my hair. 

Lyndi draws a finely manicured finger across her lips in a zipping motion. “Okay, I promise to be on my best behavior.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, feeling a little sour now.

“I’ll even help you go dress shopping.” She winks playfully. 

I laugh. “That would be much appreciated.” I’ll definitely need the help. I can’t imagine ever picking out a wedding dress on my own. It would be impossible to decide. 

“I’m thinking big, poufy, Southern debutant gown,” she jokes. “You should look like a princess. Like Cinderella or something.”

“Nope, no way,” I say adamantly, shaking my head with a laugh. I make a nixing motion with my hand. I know that kind of dress is not me.

“Aw fine,” she laughs.

We eat our lunch and hug goodbye. 

“Thanks for being such a great friend,” I tell her honestly. We haven’t known each other long, but we clicked from the beginning and now I can’t imagine not having her in my life. 

She smiles widely. “Thanks for letting me be your friend.”

She turns in the direction of Avid News and I head for Callahan’s Books with a smile on my face. Six months ago I was at one of the lowest points of my life. Thing after bad thing kept happening and I was certain it would never get better. But here we are. 

I guess everything always works out in the end, even if we can’t see it in the beginning.  
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Six months later



“Oh, Sloanie, you look beautiful,” my mom says, dabbing tears from her eyes.

“Don’t cry Mom,” I plead, trying not to cry myself. If she starts crying, I’ll start crying and it’ll be a disaster. I can’t cry on today of all days.

“Don’t mess up your makeup,” Lyndi chides. She points a warning finger at each of us, daring us to defy her.

“I’m sorry,” I say, fanning my face and trying to hold back the flood of tears. I never thought getting married would be this emotional. In fact, I thought it would be depressing. I mean, tying yourself to someone for the rest of your life? It has a tragic, Shakespeare, quality to it. I always thought the brides sobbing their eyes out were being dramatic, but now … now I completely understand it.

The thought of calling Siva Kapur my husband sends a thousand butterflies fluttering through my stomach in endless circles. I’m getting nauseous thinking about it.

“Turn,” Lyndi commands, so I’m now facing the mirror.

I think my dress is beautiful. I never thought I’d wear a wedding dress. I figured jeans, a t-shirt, and the courthouse. But Siva wanted a real wedding and none of my pleading for something else would sway him. Now I have to admit he was right. But I’ll never tell him. He’ll get too much satisfaction out of being right.

My dress is white, none of that off-white stuff, with a one-shoulder basket weave organza style. Little flowers adorn the sleeve and waist.

“Bend down,” says Lyndi, holding onto my veil. She clips it into my hair. My hair is up, with a few loose curls framing my face. “Stay down,” she commands, when I start to straighten. “You may be short Sloane but I’m shorter.” She then produces a diamond orchid clip and slides it into my hair. “Perfect,” she breathes, standing back to admire her handiwork. “You can stand now,” she adds.

I straighten my spine and look at my reflection. This is it.

“Ready?” asks my mom.

I nod. She smiles reassuringly. Lyndi smiles too and hands me a bouquet of green hydrangeas.

There’s a knock on the door. Pax, Siva’s friend and best man, sticks his head in the door. I didn’t meet Pax until a few weeks ago. He’s Siva’s age and half Korean with slanted dark eyes and black hair bleached on the choppy ends. He’s covered in tattoos and he seems like a nice enough guy but something about him frightens me. There’s an undercurrent of menace shrouding him. I know he’s a friend from Siva’s past. A past I’m pretty sure I want to know nothing about. I kind of wonder why he didn’t pick Jacob.

“It’s time,” he says, and flashes me a smile.

I look at my mother and Lyndi.

“Let’s do this.”

“Milady.” Pax sticks his arm out for Lyndi. I can hear the music starting in the church. I definitely never thought I’d be married in a church. But it seemed fitting. This is where we met after all.

My mom looks at me. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Proud?” I tremble, overcome with emotion.

“You’ve turned into an amazing young woman. You’re brilliant, you’re smart, you’re pretty and kind. What mother wouldn’t be proud?”

I give her a weak watery smile as I fight back tears. My knees begin to shake. “I’m so scared,” I whisper. “This is huge.”

She smiles. “You’d be crazy not to be. Marriage is the hardest, scariest thing you’ll ever do. Just remember at the end of the day why you married that person.”

“Because I love him,” I breathe.

“Exactly. Remember,” she says with a motherly smile. “Come on, show time.”

Pax and Lyndi are almost to the altar where Siva stands. He looks perfect in his black tux. His dark hair is slicked back and his violet eyes are shining. Even from this distance their purple hue captivates me. He’s staring at me like I’m the only person in the world. I’m sure I wear a similar expression on my face. One of wonder, elation, happiness, but mostly love.

The crowd in the church stands. It’s a small crowd. Intimate. I see Jacob. Alice and Mae. Samantha and Cory. Even Nate. I’m shocked to see Rajas and Lila. Even Siva’s mom, Isla, is here. She’s in the back with a doctor and nurse. But she’s here and that’s what matters. Our families are all here to see us married. It’s an unconventional family but it’s ours.

I breathe deeply and concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. For some unknown reason I have the insane urge to burst into spontaneous tears. Siva smiles at me. Almost there. Almost.

And then I’m there, at the altar, and my mom is putting my hand into Siva’s.

“Take care of her,” she says in a whisper.

“Always,” he answers and kisses her cheek. She moves a step away and takes her seat. Siva looks at me. His eyes are shining with pride and love. “You’re so beautiful,” he mouths just for me.

I blush as my heart reaches out and captures his words, holding onto them forever. I look him over, wanting to remember everything about how he looks in this moment. I never want to forget this.

The priest begins the spiel and unfortunately I miss most of it. Except the part where I say, “I do.” Siva squeezes my hand and slides a large platinum entwined diamond band onto my finger. I in turn slide his band on. It looks like it has always belonged on him. Now everyone will know he’s mine and I’m his.

“You may kiss your bride,” says the priest.

Siva’s hands cup my face and his lips come down on mine. My fingers twine into his hair like they have a mind of their own. I never want to let go. I want to hold him to me forever.

He chuckles and pulls away. “You’re all mine now,” he warns against my lips before kissing me again. He takes my hand and we turn toward the people assembled. Rajas glares at me but even his sourpuss attitude can’t ruin this day for me. I don’t know even know why he came—Siva insisted we had to invite him, or else he’d never live it down, but we both figured his father and step-mother wouldn’t show.

I look up at Siva. My husband. He’s mine. This moody man who drives me crazy but I love like no other is mine.

He leads me from the church and into the limo waiting outside. He leans over and kisses my cheek. “I thought I would die seeing you in this white dress and now I think I may die if I don’t get you out of it.” He smiles wickedly and his eyes darken.

My breath comes out raggedly. “But … everyone will be meeting us at the reception,” I say.

“Don’t worry,” he whispers conspiratorially in my ear, “we have plenty of time.” He places a kiss on my shoulder. “Plenty. Of. Time.”




***




Siva’s hair sticks wildly up around his head and several buttons are buttoned wrong on his shirt. I keep trying desperately to fix it. We’re a block away from the hotel Siva took me to the night he proposed to me. It’s so nice there we decided to have our reception there.

“I told you we shouldn’t have done that,” I scold, buttoning his shirt.

He laughs. “You seemed to enjoy yourself.” He grins smugly.

I shake my head and try to get his hair to lay flat. My hair is beyond repair so I pull out the remaining pins and let them fall onto the limousine floor. I pick up the diamond orchid clip from the floor and use it to pull some hair out of my face in an effort to look somewhat presentable. I smooth the skirt of my dress and fix the one shoulder sleeve.

Despite how movies make it look, sex in a limo is not as easy as you think it is.

Siva grins crookedly. “In my opinion it was worth it.”

“They’re all going to know,” I cry.

He laughs. “Who cares? We’re married. It’s what married people do.”

I want to smack the grin from his face. Instead, I say, “Siva,” but he only laughs harder.

Jerk.

The limo comes to a stop and he waggles his eyebrows. “Showtime.”




***




“You just had sex,” Lyndi blurts the second she sees me.

All the color drains from my face. “How’d you know?” I hiss between my teeth. “Is it written on my forehead?”

She giggles into her hand. “You both have the thoroughly just fucked look about you,” she says, waving to my appearance and then Siva’s across the room.

“Lyndi,” I cry.

She laughs, amused at my pain. “Well it’s true. Oh, and by the way, that Nate guy is gorgeous. Thanks for pushing us together. I wouldn’t mind getting him alone in a coat closet.” She adds with a wink.

My mouth opens and closes like a fish. She giggles at my expression but then sobers. “Oh, God, he’s coming over here.” She pats her vibrant hair and smooths her dress.

“Hello, ladies,” cajoles Nate. “You both look exceptionally beautiful. Thanks for inviting me. Congrats.”

“Thanks,” I say, moving in a way to purposefully push Lyndi and Nate together.

Nate looks at Lyndi and back at me and then back at her. “I was wondering if you would like to dance?” he asks her. “If you don’t mind.” He glances at me. “I didn’t mean to interrupt girl time.”

“Go ahead,” I say and give Lyndi a shove so she falls into his arms.

Nate catches her. “Are you okay?” he asks.

“Yes,” she says, a little breathlessly, “and I would like to dance.” I’ve never seen Lyndi lose her cool like this. It’s kind of nice to see I’m not the only one who gets flustered.

“Great.” He grins and takes her hand to lead her to the dance floor.

A moment later, Siva appears beside me. He nuzzles my neck and wraps his arms around my waist.

“Dance with me,” he pleads seductively in my ear.

I glance out at the open ballroom. The walls, like the restaurant, are black, gold, and cream. Here in the ballroom the walls are actually painted black with accents of gold and the floors are a cream colored marble. Everything screams money! at me. I didn’t want a reception any more than I wanted a church wedding, but Siva had insisted. He said if we were getting married we were going to do it right, after all you only get married once. What a crock.

But I’m learning he can get his way with me when it comes to just about anything. Besides, I am enjoying myself and I think he was right when he said I’d regret it if we didn’t do it this way.

I turn and grab him by the shirt pulling him out onto the dance floor. His caramel skin looks amazing against the white of his shirt. The smooth planes of his chest and stomach strain against the crisp white shirt taunting me.

“Feisty,” he growls and puts his forehead against mine. His black hair is soft against the skin of my forehead. A few strands are hanging in his violet eyes. He’s way too delectable for his own good. I put my hand against his cheek tracing the sculpted planes of his cheekbones. Then I run my finger over his scarred lip and then the dimple in his chin. He moves us across the dance floor in perfect rhythm. I’m not even paying attention to the music and I’m not sure how he is. He stares endlessly into my eyes.

I take his left hand in mine and play with the platinum band around his ring finger. “This,” I say twisting it, “is very sexy.”

He chuckles in my ear. “I’m glad.” He takes his hand out of mine and cups my cheek so I have no choice but to look into his eyes. “I’m so happy you’re my wife. But sometimes I feel like I’ve done too much bad in my life to deserve you. You’re so perfect. So … light. And I’m anything but perfect. And my soul it’s … dark. It’s not pure like yours.”

“Siva,” I sigh softly, my heart breaking at his words, “your soul isn’t dark. It’s anything but dark. How can you not see the good in you?”

He bends his head to mine. “I’ve done a lot of bad.”

“Everyone’s done bad in their life. No one’s perfect. But what makes the difference between bad and good is learning from your mistakes. You’ve done that. You’ve acknowledged you’ve done bad and you’ve learned from those mistakes. You’re good. When I look at you I see someone who’s good and kind and loving. I see the man I love,” I say passionately, meaning every word. “People can change if they want, and you did. Be proud of it.”

He grins. “That was quite a passionate speech, Mrs. Kapur.”

“I’m a passionate person.” I smile, glad to see some lightness return to chase away the shadows in his eyes.

He twirls me some more and then it’s time to cut the cake. The cake is a three tier black, white, and gold confection. Siva puts his hand on top of mine and we slide the knife down through the cake. The night is coming to a close, and for something I didn’t want in the first place, now I don’t want it to end.




***




We head back to the flat so we can shower and change before we leave for our honeymoon. Despite my mother staying at our place he drags me into the shower with him.

“Come on,” he pleads, slowly undressing me while he begs so he already knows he’s going to get his way.

He turns the shower on and we strip down completely. He kisses me, dragging me inside while the water pours down on us. He lifts my legs, and I find my back pressed against the cold tile.

I gasp when he slides inside me, my nails digging into his strong shoulders.

I throw my head back with a cry.

He kisses me, water mingling with our joined lips. I forget all about why we’re in the shower in the first place. This man turns my brain to mush.

“You drive me crazy,” he growls.

“Not as crazy as you make me,” I counter.

And it’s true. This man single-handedly drives me crazy.

Somehow we manage to get out of the shower and when we do I dress simply in a pair of jeans and a plain white shirt. I’m going to be on a plane for a while I so I might as well be comfortable. Siva dresses much the same only his shirt is long sleeved.

Siva’s already put our bags in his sports car. My mom is downstairs sitting in the living room waiting to say goodbye to us. She’s showered and changed out of her wedding attire. She’s staying in the room, which was mine when I first moved in here. Her plane doesn’t leave until tomorrow morning so Siva offered her the use of the flat so she wouldn’t have to pay for a hotel. I kind of have a feeling Nate won’t need his hotel tonight either if Lyndi has anything to say about it. They looked mighty cozy when they left … together.

My mom stands and tears glistening in her eyes. “My baby,” she says and wraps her arms around me in a too tight hug. “All grown up and married! Time goes by way too fast!”

“Mom, you’re squishing me,” I choke out.

“Sorry, Sloanie,” she apologizes and releases me. She holds me at arm’s length and looks me over. “You’re a woman now! A married woman and one day soon you’ll have a family of your own,” she sniffles and pats my cheek.

“Not too soon,” mutters Siva from the corner. I’m sure the idea of children horrifies him right now. We’ve talked about kids, but always in the far off very distant future. It’ll happen one day, but that day isn’t now.

My mom releases me and wraps her arms around Siva. He’s hesitant at first but slowly he hugs her back. “You’re a good man,” my mom tells him and I notice he stiffens in shock a little, “take care of my little girl. She’s all I have left.”

“You know I will,” he says, sounding a little choked up.

“Ya’ll have fun now,” she says in her thick southern twang.

I hug her one more time and kiss her cheek. “Bye, Mommy,” I whisper.

Siva takes my hand and we climb in the elevator. The doors slide closed and he turns to me.

“Are you ready to get away from everything?”

I smile. “I’m ready to have you all to myself. I certainly hope you left your cellphone behind,” I joke.

He grinned. “I left my work phone. I only have my personal phone.”




Siva opens the Acura’s door for me. He loves this car. It’s a nice car but I don’t like the feeling of sitting on the ground.

Siva climbs in beside me. I don’t know how he fits his long legs under the steering wheel. He smiles over at me and picks up my hand before kissing it. “I never thought this day would come for me. I never thought I’d find someone whom I love with every fiber of my being and I never thought I would find someone who taught me I was worth being loved. I’m beyond happy, no, I’m honored to have you sitting beside me. My partner, my friend, my life, my love, my wife, my everything. Thank you for teaching me about love.”

I’m not sure what to say to that speech and he doesn’t seem to want an answer. He simply squeezes my hand and drives to the airport.
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The sun beats down on my bare stomach. We’ve only been in Spain for three days and I’m already several shades darker. My body is warm all over and I know I need to take a dip in the ocean to cool off but I’m so sleepy I don’t want to move. A much-needed wind ruffles my hair and I decide maybe I can take a five-minute catnap. Or ten. Or fifteen.

When I finally manage to open my eyes my sunglasses are falling off the side of my face and my hat has fallen off my head. I grab the big floppy hat before it can blow away and stick it back on my head. Siva lounges beside me on the towel.

“Hey, sleepy head.” He cracks a smile.

I blush. “Sorry, I know I’m not much fun.”

He chuckles. “It’s okay. I get to watch you sleep. You make cute faces when you sleep.”

I shake my head at him and sit up. “I’m going to cool off. Care to join me?”

He grins and fingers the string of my bikini bottom.

“Of course,” he says. He stands and puts his hands on my waist. He leans down from his towering height and presses his lips to mine. His fingers tangle in my blonde hair. “I love you, Sloane.”

I smile up at him. “I love you too. Don’t ever forget it.” I worry every day he might wake up and decide I don’t actually love him and leave. I know it’s silly, but I can’t help it.

“Never,” he says and then grins. “Race you?”

He’s gone in a flash, darting into the water. I can’t stop the smile splitting my face. I love when this playful side of him comes out. He’s suppressed it for so long.

I choose to walk instead of run. I prefer not to have people give me funny looks. I join Siva in the cool ocean water. It’s such a pretty blue-green color. I wish I could bottle it up. Siva comes up to me and pulls me against him. The water laps between our bodies. I run my fingers over the naked skin of his chest and arms.

“No shirt?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I am in the water.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I thought you didn’t like to show your scars?” I run my finger over a pale raised ridge.

“You’re the one who taught me to bare my scars. I’m trying,” he whispers the last part. “It’s not … easy.”

“I’m glad you’re trying,” I say softly.

“Only for you,” he says and kisses me before he pulls me under water.

I come up sputtering. “Siva! Why did you do that?” I try to swat at him but water blurs my eyes and I can’t find him.

He laughs and shakes his wet head soaking me further like a dog. At least I’m already wet. “Because I wanted to.”




***




~MacAuley~

I narrow my eyes at the newspaper article. Married. She married him.

Him.

That absolute piece of trash. Anger always dripping from his words like sticky tar, and I’m the one she didn’t like. I’m the bad guy for trying to show her what she was missing.

I bet she went home that night with him and sucked his cock.

Bitch.

I throw the newspaper down along with my glass of water. The glass shatters and sprinkles across my skin. I watch the tiny red rivers of blood run down my legs. A shard is stuck there and I pull it out, closing my eyes as I revel in the pain. Pain means I actually feel something other than hate.

I hate him.

I hate her.

He ruined me.

She fought me.

I thought I’d found my revenge when I destroyed his house. But no, that hadn’t been enough. I needed more.

Alexa thought pushing herself at him would end them. But nothing worked.

NOTHING!

Hate bubbles inside me.

Hate is poison.

Hate is greed.

Hate is power.

I have a lot of hate.

I turn to Alexa who is lounging on the couch watching me. She fingers her dark hair with a fingernail painted bright red. Her lips are the same blood color and at this moment they’re lifted in a sneer.

“What are you going to do now, Mac?”

I narrow my eyes at her. “We,” I remind her. “We are going to make them pay.”

She smiles beatifically at me. She might not be Sloane but at least she’s a great fuck, and always ready and willing. “I hoped you’d say that. What do you have in mind?” She sits up eagerly, her top falling open to reveal her pert breasts and round pink nipples. I salivate.

I grin wickedly and pull the metal object from the end table beside the couch. I hold it up and her eyes widen.

“They’re going to pay and their going to do it with their lives.”

She laughs, the sound echoing off the walls. “I’m so happy I ran into you, Mac. We think so similarly. I certainly hope you have another one of those. I don’t plan to be left behind.” She reaches a hand out, scratching her fingernail down my bare chest.

“Don’t worry,” I growl with a smile, “you won’t be left behind.”

“Good,” she says with a smile to match my own.
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~Sloane~




It’s early in the morning when the sickness hits me. I can’t get out of the hotel bed fast enough. I throw the covers off and run into the bathroom, my feet clapping across the floor, not caring how much noise I make as long as I can throw up safely.

I crash down onto the floor on my hands and knees. The tile floor hurts my knees and my wedding band clacks against the toilet. As soon as I get the lid up I promptly empty my stomach contents.

“Sloane?” I hear Siva call and then he’s in the bathroom with me.

“Go away!” I bat at him. Tears are now running down my face.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, gathering my hair back to hold it out of my face as I start to retch again. When it appears I’m done he wets a cool washcloth and holds it to my face. “What’s wrong?” he repeats.

“I don’t know,” I say, holding the cloth to my face so he doesn’t have to. Its cold temperature is soothing. “I think maybe I’m sick.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” he says roughly. “What can I do?” he asks in a more gentle pleading tone.

“I’ll be fine,” I tell him. “I always get sick when I go on vacation it never fails.”

“I’ll take you to the doctor. Surely this hotel knows a decent doctor.”

“Siva, I’m fine!” I snap at him. “Go back to bed.” I motion out the door. I want to be left alone.

“Sloane—” he begins.

“Siva,” I say in the same tone, “I want to brush my teeth and go back to sleep myself. I’m fine.”

“Sloane—” he tries again.

“If I think I need to go to the doctor you’ll be the first to know.”

Siva sighs. “Fine,” he groans, and I swear he rolls his eyes.

“Thank you,” I say, as he finally leaves the small, but lavishly decorated bathroom. I know he’s none too pleased but I absolutely hate being sick around other people.

I turn the water on in the sink, splash my face, and wet my toothbrush. I spread a generous amount of toothpaste on it and furiously scrub my teeth. I rinse my mouth out and make sure the only taste lingering in my mouth is the cool feeling of spearmint.

I lean against the sink for a moment making sure the nausea has passed.

Finally satisfied it has, I return to bed.

Siva lays on his side fully awake. I lie down on my back and watch the sunrise blink through the blinds. Siva pushes the bottom of my tank top up and strokes the warm, tan skin, of my stomach.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” His tone is full of worry.

“Yes,” I groan, sick of repeating myself. Sometimes he’s worse than dealing with a child.

He pulls me against him and says against my neck, “I don’t like seeing you sick.”

I laugh. “This from the man who used to suck on cancer sticks.”

“Damn.” He grins against my neck. “Now I want a fucking cigarette.”

I sigh. “No you don’t.”

“No, not really,” he agrees. “Although it would be nice.”

I smack his arm. “Your poor lungs. They’re probably ruined beyond repair.”

“Nothing is beyond repair,” he murmurs and pulled me closer. “You proved it when you saved me.”

My eyes begin to close and I hope for an hour more of sleep. Siva rubs my arm and the soothing motion is the end of me.




***




I wake up to the smell of food. I sit up and look around blinking owlishly.

“Morning, beautiful,” he murmurs.

I stir. “Do I smell breakfast?”

He grins. “I called for room service. I wasn’t sure if you’d be hungry and then I thought maybe you would be. I wanted to be prepared.” He shrugs. “If you’re not up to eating that’s fine.”

I climb out of the bed and tiptoe cautiously toward the smorgasbord of food. I pick up a bagel with cream cheese and sniff it. My stomach doesn’t roll so I take a hesitant bite. Siva smiles and waits for my reaction.

“I think I’m good,” I say and sit down at the little dinette.

“Good,” he replies, and sits down across from me. He pulls a plate toward him and takes a forkful.

The smell of what he’s eating nearly chokes me. “What is that?” I croak, pointing to his plate.

He looks up at me. His black brows are drawn and his eyes flash with worry. “Quiche.”

“It smells horrible,” I say and put my hand to my mouth. “I’m going to be sick!” I cry, jumping up from the table and running to the bathroom. For the second time this morning I throw up.

“Don’t say anything,” I hiss at Siva as he appears in the doorway.

“Sloane, you’re sick. You should go see a doctor.”

“I’ll be fine once we get home. I always get sick on vacations,” I remind him. “My body doesn’t handle climate change well,” I defend. “I have a weak immune system.”

Siva narrows his eyes at me. “I don’t want to argue with you on our honeymoon.”

“Then don’t,” I plead. “I’ll be fine once we get home.”

Siva sighs and rakes his hand over his face. He seems to be struggling with something.

“Fine,” he finally agrees and points at me. “But if we get home and you’re still sick then you’re going to a doctor. No arguments. I’ll drag you there myself if I have to.”

“Deal,” I sigh. I know agreeing with him is the only way to get him to shut up. 
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I’m sick every day for the rest of our honeymoon. I know it worries Siva but he chooses to keep his mouth shut. He’s probably afraid I might lapse into a mood and snap at him. I guess he can dish but can’t handle a taste of his own medicine.

Despite my bouts of nausea I think our honeymoon was pretty perfect. Spain was beautiful, the beaches were beautiful, and Siva was pretty even tempered which was a pleasure. I have to say I was sad to leave.

The taxi pulls into the hotel pickup area and the bellhop loads our luggage. Siva tips the man, holds the door open for me, and then we’re heading for the airport.

I look out the window and say to Siva, “I’m really going to miss this place.”

He squeezes my hand where it rests on the seat. “We’ll come back some day.”

“I hope so,” I say wistfully. “It’s so beautiful here.”

“Anywhere you want to go,” he breathes, “I will follow.”




***




We walk into the flat and I breath a sigh of relief. Home sweet home. I collapse onto the fancy white sectional. “I’m so tired,” I say and my eyes close with my words.

Siva chuckles. “Usually people come back from vacation refreshed. You seem to be the opposite.”

“Shut up,” I groan, putting my arm across my eyes.

Siva’s arms close around me and the couch disappears from beneath me.

“Siva put me down,” I say with a giggle.

“I didn’t carry you over the threshold,” he warns, “so I’ll have to carry you to bed.”

He carries me up the stairs and lays me down on the bed. “I can’t move,” I groan, trying to take my shoes off.

He laughs and pulls them off for me and then the rest of my clothes follow. He grabs my favorite pair of worn plaid pajama pants and then one of his shirts. He slides the shirt over my head and then the pajamas up my legs and hips.

“Sleep,” he scolds softly and presses his lips to my forehead.

I wake up with Siva’s arms around me. The morning light filters in through the windows and I’m covered in a thin layer of sweat and my stomach is rolling. Whatever bug I picked up in Spain isn’t going away. I’d stupidly believed it was gone and my body was worn out from fighting it. I lift Siva’s arm off of me as gently as I can so as not to wake him. He looks so peaceful and I hate to disturb his dreams.

Once free of his arm I run as quickly and as I quietly into the bathroom as I can.

“Sloane?” he asks groggily as I finish brushing my teeth. “You’re still sick, aren’t you?”

I sigh. “No,” I lie.

He narrows his eyes. “Don’t lie. I heard you.”

“It’s a bug,” I complain and tears spring to my eyes. I’m becoming certain this is not a bug.

“Go to the doctor,” he pleads. “I can call Dr. Fletcher if you want.”

From the stubborn set of his jaw and shoulders I know he isn’t going to let it go. “Okay. Fine,” I groan in agreement. “I’ll call Dr. Fletcher and see if he can get me in.”

“Thank you,” he sighs in relief and walks away.

I hear him leave the bedroom and start down the steps.

I sigh and pull my phone out. I ring Dr. Fletcher’s office and a kind woman answers. She’s able to fit me in on Wednesday during my lunch break. Two days away.

I putter down the steps. Siva is in the kitchen already making breakfast. “Did you call the doctor?”

Of course this is the first thing out of his mouth. 

“Yeah,” I sigh, sitting down. “I can see him on Wednesday.”

Siva narrows his eyes. “No, he can see you now.”

“It’s fine,” I protest, waving my hand.

“You’re sick,” he growls.

“I think I’ll live for a few more days,” I say with a smile to ease his worries.

He grunts and slides a plate of eggs across the counter to me. He chews a bite and swallows. “I have to go into the office for a bit.”

“We just got back,” I whine, not wanting to return to reality yet. “You’re supposed to still be off today.”

We both had planned to take today off to get things in order before we returned to work. Besides, who likes to go on vacation and have to go back to work the very next day? That’s no fun.

“I know, I know. But Jacob called and there’s some sort of issue I need to sort out,” he explains. Even his delicious accent doesn’t soften the fact he has to leave.

I sigh. “I understand. Just hurry back.”

He grins. “And here I thought you were ready to be rid of me.”

“No, never,” I say and kiss his cheek. “You might get on my nerves sometimes, but it’s only because you’re a worrier.”

We finish our breakfast and I clean the plates while Siva dresses to go into work. He comes down into the kitchen and kisses me goodbye.

“I love you,” I say, relaxing against him.

“I love you too. Always will,” he murmurs and places a kiss on my neck before he leaves.

God, he’s changed so much from the man I first met. It’s crazy how closed off he was, and how now he’s so … full.

Since it’s Sunday and I have no idea when Siva will be back home I decide to call Lyndi and see if she wants to do anything. She eagerly agrees and we decide to meet up for lunch. I meander upstairs and into the shower. I take the time to style my hair afterwards, mostly to kill time. I don’t usually bother with doing anything fancy to my hair.

I finish straightening the last piece of hair and then dab on a bit of makeup. I dress in a cute pair of white pants, a flowy red top, and a black jacket. I look at the time and know I better hurry to the restaurant.

Siva left the Porsche so I grab up the keys. I’m not used to driving in the London traffic but Siva forced me to learn. It isn’t too bad but all the taxis freak me out bit. Plus, the tiny little cars, bikes, and people who insist on darting in and out of traffic. But besides all that … um yeah, it sucks.

I pull up in front of the restaurant and head inside. Lyndi is already there and stands to wave me to the table. She smiles when she sees me and pulls me into a hug.

“Look at you! You’re so tan!”

“Thanks,” I say with a shy smile.

“How was your honeymoon? Spain?”

She’s already ordered my water so I take a sip. “The honeymoon was amazing,” I gush. “And Spain … I loved it. It was so beautiful,” I say a bit wistfully.

Lyndi giggles. “I’m glad to hear.” Even though it’s the afternoon she’s already drinking a glass of wine.

“So,” I begin with a smile, “how did things go with you and Nate?” I wiggle my brows a bit.

She laughs and fiddles with a piece of red hair. Even her cheeks flush a bit. “He was great.” Then she sighs, “I really like him. He’s so nice and I can see myself with him. But—”

“The distance?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says mournfully and her face falls. “We’re so far away from each other. How would that ever work?” She frowns a bit.

I laugh a little. “I never thought I’d see that look on your face about some guy.”

She giggles. “Me neither,” she admits, but she has this look of fondness in her eyes and I know she’s thinking of him.

“You know … you can always talk to each other on the phone and there’s video chat.”

Long distance is hard, but not impossible.

She sighs and rests her chin in her hand. “I know and we’ve done it a bit. But it’s not like we’ve been dating and he moved away or I did. We just met each other. It’s quite an undertaking to try and get to know someone when you’re thousands of miles away from each other.”

“Is he worth it?”

She gets a dreamy look on her pretty face and admits, “Yes.”

“Then you have your answer. You try.” The waiter comes by and we order our food but immediately lapse back into conversation.

“Yeah, I guess we try,” she muses. “Nothing wrong with trying, right?”

“He seems to like you,” I reason.

“Really?” she asks and her face brightens. I don’t know how she wouldn’t be able to tell, but sometimes you need someone to confirm your hopes.

“Yeah,” I murmur and nod my head. “I haven’t talked to him since the wedding but what I saw … he definitely feels something. Maybe it’s love at first sight.”

“Like you and Siva?”

I nearly spit out my water. Instead it goes down the wrong way and I begin to cough and sputter. I whack at my chest, trying to get air into my lungs but it burns.

“With Siva and I … it definitely wasn’t love at first sight,” I explain.

She laughs. “You’re such a liar.”

I look down at the table. “I know. It’s … I met him for the first time at Dev’s funeral. How wrong is that? Dev dies and then I meet Siva and it’s like … bam!”

Lyndi pats my hand. “That’s how love is. You can’t predict it. You can’t fight it. Sometimes it comes softly. Sometimes it comes fast. Sometimes it’s easy and sometimes it’s hard. But always, always you have to fight for it.”

“You’re right.”

And she totally is. Some people think you can pencil in love like it’s an appointment to be made, but it doesn’t work like that. When it happens, it happens, and we’re just along for the ride.

“Of course I am,” she says and flips her hair dramatically.

We finish our lunch and walk down the street. We come to a pet store and I can’t help but go in.

The puppies immediately begin to paw and whine for attention. “I want one,” I whine softly.

Lyndi laughs. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

I shake my head. “Probably not. But—”

She looks at me and sighs heavily, because she knows, as well as I do, this is a bad idea. “But you’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you?”

I bend down next to a black lab. He’s an adult dog. The sign says he had been found alongside the road, beaten, and the animal shelter didn’t have room for him. He looks at me with the biggest, bluest, eyes I have ever seen. His black coat is dull and his tail doesn’t wag. He has a scar down his side. He’s beautiful and he’s perfect. Scars and all.

“I want him,” I declare.

Lyndi heaves out a breath. “Siva? Yeah remember him? Your husband. He’s going to kill you.”

“But look at him,” I whine, petting the dog behind the ear. The poor dog still doesn’t wag his tail or give me a toothy grin. I want to save him. I want to show him love.

Someone who works at the store came over to us. “Hi,” she says. “I see you’re looking at Jet. He’s a great dog. We’ve had no problems with him around the other dogs and he’s great with kids. Just a little skittish.”

“I want him,” I tell her.

Two hours later I’m leaving with everything I needed to take care of my new dog, plus the actual, you know, dog. He seems to know to go outside to do his business and he’s pretty calm. Although, he doesn’t like the sounds of traffic. Can’t blame him there. It is scary.

I know Siva’s building allows pets because I’ve seen many on occasion. The big question mark is Siva himself.

Luckily he isn’t home when I arrive so I quickly acquaint Jet with the apartment and wait for him to get home. I make dinner in the hopes of softening the blow. Jet stands beside me the entire time. He seems to have become attached to me. It brings a smile to my face. I can’t imagine what this dog has been through and I want him to feel comfortable and happy here.

I hear the door and brace myself. Jet lets out a warning bark—already protecting me.

I close my eyes, oh no.

“Sloane?” Siva growls angrily coming around the corner into the kitchen. “Is there a dog in my house?”

“Our house,” I whisper in reminder.

“Why is there a dog in our house?”

He’s understandably angry. I brought a dog into our home, without me even asking him, but there’s no way I could leave the poor thing behind. Not after I read everything he’d been through. He … well, he reminded me of Siva.

I look down at Jet who is looking up at me sweetly with big round eyes. “I wanted a dog,” I explain. “I miss my dogs.”

Siva closes his eyes and clenches his jaw tightly. “I’m your husband. You didn’t think you should have asked me before you brought a dog home?”

“You would’ve said no,” I whisper softly.

“You don’t know what I would’ve said because you didn’t ask me,” he growls icily.

“I’m sorry,” I apologize and for some strange reason begin to cry. He’s not even being overly harsh and is saying everything I expected, I mean if the situation was reversed and he bought … let’s say another car without speaking to me about it, I’d be upset too.

“Sloane?” he says softly with a wince. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I’m sorry. You can keep the dog,” he says and envelopes me in his arms. “Please don’t cry,” he begs, wiping away my tears.

I hiccup and he continues to hold me. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m in a bad mood. My dad called today.”

“Your dad?” I blurt, and pull away so I can see his face.

“Yes,” he sighs heavily and pinches the bridge of his nose. “He wants us to come to his house this coming weekend. Something about reconnecting,” he sneers the word.

“Maybe your dad does want to improve your relationship,” I reason and rub his chest.

I don’t trust Rajas, I think he’s a snake, but Siva is his son so I do believe the man deserves the benefit of doubt. Maybe he’s realizing he’s missing out on a chance to have a really good relationship with his son.

Siva shakes his head. “It’s too late for his apologies. Eleven years too late.”

“It’s never too late.”

He looks at me doubtfully. “Rajas Kapur apologizes to no one. It’s not in his nature. He probably made some big deal and he wants to rub it in my face.”

“Or maybe he wants to get to know his son again. Are we going to go?”

Siva sighs and scrunches up his face. “I don’t want to but I said we would.”

“Can we bring the dog?” I smile.

He laughs. “Rajas would hate it. So yes, we can bring the dog.”

“Great,” I chime. I run my hand up his chest and put my mouth against his neck. “Why don’t we go upstairs and work out some of this tension?”

He bends and kisses me deeply.

“Or we could do it right here,” he says with a wicked grin and lifts me onto the counter.
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“Hey, guys. I’ve got to head out. I have a doctor’s appointment. I might be a little late returning,” I say to Alice and Mae, picking up my purse. Going to the doctor during my lunch break isn’t nearly as fun as actually getting to eat, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.

“Take your time.” Alice waves away my concern. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine. Just a bug or something. Nothing bad.”

“Call us and let us know,” adds Mae. Her hair is even more impossibly pink today. “We’ll worry about you.”

“I will,” I say and hug them both. Mae and Alice have become like my second family. Sometime I wonder what I did before I met them. It’s amazing how empty my life was only a year ago. I never imagined it could be so full.

I slip into the Porsche, which has basically become my car. I packed my lunch so I eat it in the car while I drive. I pull into the doctor’s office and take a deep breath before going in.

I originally believed I had picked up a bug in Spain. It always seems when I go on vacation I get sick. I have bad luck. But now … Now I’m not so sure.

I don’t have to wait long before I’m called back to see Dr. Fletcher.

Dr. Fletcher looks much the same as I remember him. Gray hair, thick gray beard, and kind brown eyes.

“Sloane, what brings you in today?” he asks, pulling out a chair and sitting down.

“I’ve been sick every morning for the past week or so, and a little dizzy at times. I feel fine otherwise. But Siva made me come,” I sigh in explanation.

The doctor laughs amusedly. “He can be very stubborn. Congratulations on your marriage,” he adds.

“Thanks.”

“So besides morning sickness and dizziness what other symptoms do you have?” he asks with a raised brow. I flinch at his words.

Morning sickness.

“I’m irritable and tired when I shouldn’t be,” I whisper.

Dr. Fletcher looks at me. “Sloane, I think you already know what’s wrong with you.”

A single tear leaks out of my eye and I hastily wipe it away. I nod my head. “I think I’m pregnant.”




***




I’m pregnant.

Dr. Fletcher confirms my worst fear.

I’m having a baby.

Siva’s baby.

Siva’s going to be a dad, and I’m going to be a mom.

Holy shit.

I put my hand to my stomach and let the tears fall. I’ve always wanted kids. Maybe after being blissfully married for a few years. Not eight months after my honeymoon. I know Siva wants kids too but not now. But fate had other plans for us. He’s going to be mad. I know he think he isn’t ready to be a father. He’s finally given me his heart and he doesn’t think he can give another being his heart yet. But he’s trying, and he’s getting there, but I know he doesn’t think he’s there yet.

“In a few years, Sloane,” he told me once. “Not yet. Just not yet. I’m too broken. I can’t … I can’t be the father I should be. I’m too much like my own right now.”

I assured him he was nothing like his father but he wouldn’t listen and I’m not ready for a child either, so I let the argument drop.

But now a child is coming all too soon. I fear this news will send Siva back into his dark hole after he finally joined me in the light. I don’t want to break him. He’s so fragile right now.

This news, especially when married, should be joyous news. Instead I feel like I’m dying on the inside. 

A sob escapes my chest. How did this happen?

“Nothing is foolproof,” Dr. Fletcher told me when I voiced the question out loud. “Sometimes these things happen. I hope this is … happy news.”

When I burst into tears and shook my head no he simply walked away with a murmured, “It’ll be okay. He’ll come around.” I hate the doctor knows why I’m upset. Siva.

Siva is ruining what should be a joyous moment in my life and he doesn’t even know yet.

I finally pull myself together, wipe my face off, and drive back to Callahan’s Books. I know Mae and Alice are worried. They already left several voicemails. It’s almost time for the store to close. I feel bad I left them hanging but I didn’t want them to see me like this. But of course, they’ll notice anyway.

“Sloane, are you okay?” Mae immediately asks when I walked into the store. “Grannie and I have been so worried. Have you been crying?”

At her questions I burst into tears again. “Oh, my God!” cries Mae and she wraps me in her arms. “What is it? What’s wrong? Is it bad? Oh, Sloane, I’m so sorry,” she coos.

Alice comes out of the backroom Astor at her heels. I don’t know how she manages to not trip over him. Ruby hisses at me from the top of a bookshelf.

“What’s the matter?” asks Alice. Mae shrugs in response. Alice comes over and pats my shoulder. “What is it, pet?”

When I can’t answer her Alice takes me from Mae’s arms, leads me to the backroom and plops me in a chair, and then tells Mae to get me something to drink.

Mae returns with some water, which I try to sip but it’s difficult with all the sobs.

“We’re here for you, Sloane,” says, Alice tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “We’re your family.”

I turn to her with red-rimmed eyes. “I’m pregnant,” I whisper. It’s the first time I’ve said the words out loud since I left the doctor.

Alice and Mae smile. Then Alice’s smile disappears. “Then why are you crying. These are certainly not tears of joy,” she says, and wipes one away.

I shake my head back and forth roughly. “I’m not ready. And Siva—he finally found love for me but he doesn’t think he can love a child yet. He’s going to be so mad,” I whisper the last part.

I know Siva would never do anything to hurt me, or our child, but it upsets me he can’t see how good of a father he’ll be. I wish he’d stop thinking so badly of himself. 

Mae had disappeared and returns now with some damp paper towels. She begins to wipe my face clean.

Alice takes my hand in hers. I look at her soft liver spotted hand. “It’ll be okay pet. I know it will. A child is a joyous miracle in life … except when they turn out like Mae,” she adds and manages to get me to crack a smile. “Everything will work out.”

“I hope so,” I say softly.

I wish I believed her.




***




I walk into the flat and close the door behind me. The click of the door closing sounds like the ticking of a clock or maybe a time bomb.

Tick. Tick. BOOM!

“Honey!” calls Siva from the kitchen. I pass by a mirror and shudder at my appearance but there’s nothing I can do about it. “How did it go at the doctor’s?”

Leave it to my overprotective husband to not forget I had a doctor’s appointment. When he looks up from putting a chicken in the oven he sees my face.

He sucks in a breath and blurts, “Sloane? What is it? How bad is it? It’s not a bug, is it?” he shudders and looks down at the counter. “Are you going to be okay? Whatever it is, we’ll get through this. Together.”

Tears leak out of my eyes. He continues to stare at the countertop. He repeats the question. “Are you going to be okay? Answer me!” he screams, his voice shrill with anxiousness and worry.

I flinch.

“In about nine months I’ll be okay.” I laugh. “More like seven and a half.”

He looks up at me. Shock reflects in his violet eyes. “What are you saying?”

“Please don’t make me say it,” I beg, shaking my head back and forth.

“Say it!” he screams into the silent room.

“We’re having a baby,” I whisper with a flinch.

He closes his eyes and a look of pain shoots across his face. “How did this happen?” he asks, his voice is so eerily quiet I wish he would have yelled instead.

“The typical way, Siva,” I snap.

He smacks his fist on the counter. “You’re on the pill, Sloane! This isn’t supposed to happen! I told you I wasn’t ready to be a father! An innocent child doesn’t need to have me as its father! I’m not good enough for this! I’m not good enough for you,” he whispers the last part. He puts his hands on his hips and lets out a breath. “We agreed in a few years—”

“You think I did this on purpose, don’t you!” I scream. “I’m not ready to be a mother! I’m just learning how to be a wife!” I shake my head back and forth. “I don’t want to bring a baby into a broken household where neither one of its parents want it.”

He pales. “What are you saying? You’re not thinking about—”

I glare at him. “Never! This is our baby, Siva!” I put my hand to my stomach.

He clenches his teeth, his eyes zeroing in on in my hand placed protectively on my belly. “Then what are you saying?”

I close my eyes and pull out the sonograms from my purse. I put them on the counter and slide it towards him. “This—” I point to the blur that is our baby “—changes things. Hearing our baby’s heartbeat—” I pause, gathering myself. “I’m saying if you don’t want to be a part of this—” I bite my lip and try to stop the tears. “I’ll do it on my own.”

I walk away.

“Sloane! Don’t walk away from me!”

But I do. I pick up my keys and leave. I call Lyndi and cry myself to sleep on her couch.




***




“What happened?” asks Lyndi sliding a cup of coffee across the breakfast table. I hold the warm cup between my hands.

I sniffle. “We both kind of … freaked out.”

“About what?” she asks and sipped her own coffee. “Surely the honeymoon stage isn’t over yet. You’ve been married for like two weeks.”

I sigh and trace the rim of the coffee cup with my finger. “I’m pregnant,” I confess.

Lyndi smiles and then frowns. “Shouldn’t this be good news?”

“Maybe when you’re a normal couple but I think everyone knows we’re not normal.”

“Sloane,” she murmurs consolingly.

I put my head in my hands. “He doesn’t want this.”

“Did he say that?” she asks.

“No,” I hedge. “But … he … he freaked out like I knew he would. We had talked about this. He said he wasn’t ready and I agreed. We said in a few years we would talk about it. We wanted to enjoy being married. Falling in love … marrying me … it was a big step for him … a baby … I think it might be one step too many. I don’t want to lose him Lyndi. It’ll kill me. I love him too much.”

“You should’ve stayed and talked to him. Leaving doesn’t solve anything. That only makes more issues.”

I sigh and look up at her through my lashes. “Can I blame my actions on my hormones?”

“No,” she says and laughs.

“He probably hates me now. We both overreacted.”

“Yeah, you did,” she agrees. She puts her hand over mine. “Go home. Talk to him.”

I nod and wipe away a tear. I’ve done enough crying the past two days to fill a lake. I stand and gather my stuff. I straighten her futon and leave her tiny flat cleaner than when I got there.

Lyndi leans against the door and looks at me. “It’ll be okay,” she assures me.

I hope she’s right.




***




Siva isn’t home.

Jet isn’t either.

The chicken is still in the oven. At least he remembered to turn it off.

I rub my face and yawn. I really didn’t slept well on Lyndi’s futon but she had been kind enough to offer it to me with no questions asked. She really is a true friend. 

I go upstairs and find the bed hasn’t been slept in. I wonder where he went.

I climb in the shower and stand under the water until my skin turns prunish. Clean and looking better I put on some pajamas and climb in bed. I can’t sleep though. The bed is far too big without Siva in it. Eventually, I cry myself to sleep while I hold his pillow.




***




Siva doesn’t come home. He’s gone all day Friday too. He doesn’t return until late Friday evening. I hate how pathetically happy I am to see him. Jet is at his heels. Siva says nothing to me. He climbs under the covers and immediately puts his back to me. Jet sleeps on the floor. I cry myself to sleep again. Siva knows but he says nothing.

In the morning I run smack into a naked Siva in my haste to empty my stomach. One would think it wouldn’t be awkward running into your naked husband but it is. He glares daggers at me as I throw up. In my mind I try to will him away. Finally, he grabs a towel and wraps it around his waist. I watch him disappear into the closet. He doesn’t say anything to me.

When he finally emerges from the closet he’s dressed in a pair of loose khaki pants and a long sleeved knit blue shirt. The shirt is beautiful against his skin and brings out the color in his eyes. He’s so beautifully perfect in his imperfectness. Under normal circumstances I would lead him to the bed and proceed to undress him. But not now.

“What is it?” I ask as he continues to stare at me.

“We have to go to my dad’s house,” he announces.

“Oh. Right. I forgot.”

“I assumed. We’ll be home tomorrow night,” he informs me.

“Okay,” I say, trying not to grumble.

He walks out of the bathroom and then out of the room. Jet trails behind him. Traitor.

I quickly make myself presentable and pack a bag. I know this weekend will be the catalyst of something. I just don’t know what.
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Siva throws my bag in the trunk and then slams it closed aggressively. I flinch at the noise.

“Get in the car, Sloane,” he says when I continue to stand outside of it. Jet is in the back of the car and watches me solemnly. I finally open the car door and slide inside.

“Sloane,” he says and turns to look at me. The car hums quietly in the garage. “This weekend is important to me. I may not want to do it but it’s important. I don’t want my father to know we’re having marital problems. Can you keep this from them?”

I nod my head yes.

The way he says marital problems bothers me. As if he’s already regretting marrying me. God, this is a clusterfuck.

He says nothing to me the rest of the drive. The silence is killing me. I know from past visits with Dev the drive is quite long. Rajas lives a ways out of the city, on a bit of a cliff, overlooking a private stretch of beach. There’s nothing for miles around it. Rajas Kapur likes his privacy… probably so he can throw his son out the window without notice.

Any time I risk a glance at Siva his jaw is clenched tightly and his knuckles are white on the steering wheel.

At least I’m not the only one who’s clearly not enjoying themselves.

Siva cracks the back window and Jet sticks his nose out of it.

Siva has taken the dog news pretty well but not the baby. No … the baby had been too much.

Unconsciously, I put my hand to my stomach.

Oh, Sloane, you always knew how to ruin a good thing. 

For something to do I pull out my cellphone and type my mom an email. There are several worried ones from her in my inbox and I feel bad for not being better about checking them. I got distracted on our honeymoon, and once we got back … well.

Siva turns on the radio.

I sigh.

He sighs.

I read a magazine.

He glares at me and then turns the radio up louder.

It’s going to be a long weekend … and Rajas hasn’t even been added to the equation yet.




***




The massive four-story, modern, white, glass house emerges as if from ashes. Siva clenches his jaw as we approach. I don’t think it has anything to do with me this time.

It’s the afternoon and the sun reflects brightly against the mostly glass house.

Siva drives up the steep driveway. Glancing at the side of his face I can tell he looks scared. I’ve never seen such a look on his face before. He parks the car and sighs. He rubs his hand over his face.

I want to comfort him but I’m scared he’ll lash out at me.

“It’s two days,” he finally mutters. He glances over at me. I see many emotions flicker through his violet gaze. Pain, anger, sadness. Finally, he climbs out of the car, calls, “Come on, Jet,” and grabs our bags.

I sniffle, trying to fight my tears. I unbuckle my seatbelt and climb out. Siva is already rolling our bags to the door. Jet walks at his heels.

God, I hate fighting with him. Is this even a fight?

“Smile,” Siva calls over his shoulder.

I plaster a fake smile on my face. He twists the knob and the door opens. Jet strides inside but doesn’t take off like most dogs.

“Rajas! Lila! We’re here!”

No one answers. Siva shrugs his shoulders and looks back at me. Rajas emerges around a corner.

“Son,” he says and smiles warmly. What was this? The Twilight Zone? He pats Siva on the shoulder. Siva looks as perplexed as I do. “You can put your belongings in your room. I’m sure even after all this time you remember where it is.”

And there’s the Rajas I know.

Siva nods and watches his father disappear.

“That was … strange,” he mumbles. He looks down at Jet. “He didn’t even complain about the dog.”

I smile at my husband. “Maybe he really does want to make peace with you.”

Siva laughs but it sounds more like he’s choking and says, “Follow me.”

I follow him up the glass steps to the fourth floor. The glass steps thoroughly freak me out. Siva thinks my reaction is hilarious. I keep making these strange eeping noises. 

Once on the top floor Siva leads me down a hallway and opens a door on the end. Two of the four walls are completely glass. A mattress lays in the middle of the floor. The floor is thick white shag, the kind of carpet you want to sink your toes into. Posters of bands and scantily clad women cover the walls. The dresser is covered in clothes, pictures, and books. Books are also stacked in piles on the floor and on top of the black baby grand piano. Pillows cover the bed and the surrounding floor. A calendar on the wall is dated for eleven years ago.

“It’s exactly the same. They didn’t change it,” he breathes. He drops our bags onto the floor. I put my hand on his arm.

Surprisingly, he leans into me, resting his head on my shoulder. I feel his tears soak my shirt.

“I figured it would all be gone,” he murmurs into my shoulder.

I rub his neck and tangle my fingers into his hair.

“There’s a part of your dad that loves you Siva. Always know that.”

He nods his head against my shoulder.

“I’ll be back,” he says and heads down the hall. He opens a door and closes it behind him.

I sigh and look at Jet. “It’s just you and me now bud,” I tell him. I sit down on the mattress and Jet plops down beside me letting out a cute doggie sigh. I pat his head and instantly feel calmer.

The room looks nothing like what I would imagine Siva’s childhood room to look like. This is very much the room of a teenager. Except for the piano. I have yet to ever hear him play. I pick up a shirt lying on the floor. Eleven years later it still smells like the Siva I know today. I put it back down before exploring further.

I stand and venture to his dresser. There are framed pictures of happier times. His mother. His sister. His brother. Siva has gone through so much. A crappy father. A catatonic mother. A dead sister. A dead brother. And I know he believes it was all his fault. I hope one day he will learn it isn’t his fault. He never caused this. I pick up a picture of him with his sister. They’re both smiling but there is pain behind both of their eyes. She was pretty and young. She looked like Siva too. There would be no mistaking them as siblings.

Looking at the picture I figure this is why Siva isn’t ready for a baby. He loved his mother, his sister, and his brother with all his heart and only received pain in return. I begin to cry for my broken man. How can he not see the good in himself? How can he not see what there is to love in him? Siva chooses to fixate on the negative whereas I look for the positive. Maybe that’s why we work.

Siva is scared to give his heart, to love and be loved. That’s why he isn’t ready for a baby.

I put the picture back and accidentally knock over a box. The contents spill out and I promptly bend to pick them up.

I blush profusely when I see what had been in the box. Cigarettes, marijuana, lots of condoms, and a white powdery substance I’m pretty sure isn’t sugar. I scoop the items back into the box and put it back on the dresser in what I hope is the right spot. Siva still hasn’t returned so I venture out of his room and close the door. Jet whines behind me.

I walk down the hall and open the door I watched Siva go inside.

“Siva?” I ask, walking into a cloud of steam. I see his dark head sink down into the bathtub.

“What is it?” he asks.

I tiptoe inside. Bubbles flow up and over the pool-size bathtub.

“Are you okay? I was worried.”

The water sloshes and he closes his eyes. “I’m fine. I wanted some quiet.”

My lip trembles and I bite it to stop the movement.

“I’m sorry, Siva,” I mumble. “I’m sorry you’ve been hurt. I’m sorry for your pain. I’m sorry … I’m sorry for the baby,” I cry and flood the steamy bathroom. I close the bathroom door behind me with a bang and disappear into the first room I come too. I close the door behind me and lean against it for support with my eyes closed.

When I open my eyes I fall to my knees. Dev.

This room had to be his.

When I came here with Dev I had never ventured anywhere except the bottom level and the outside so I never saw his room.

Unlike Siva’s room this one only has one wall of windows. The walls are painted a light gray and photos of different buildings in black and white hang on the walls. Dev was an architect and had loved taking pictures of buildings. His bed has a simple black comforter with white and gray pillows. Where Siva’s room is a mess; Dev’s is military clean. Not even a stain on the white carpet. Looking around the room I find pictures of Dev with his friends and family. There’s one with him standing beside a brooding Siva. So much has changed since then.

“What are you doing?” snaps a voice behind me.

I turn around sharply to find Siva standing behind me, the door now open, with a towel wrapped around his waist. Beads of water trickle down his perfectly sculpted chest.

“I … I …” I sputter.

“Forget it.” He strides away angrily. A moment later the door to his bedroom slams closed. I jump at the noise.

I walk out of the bedroom and stand in the hallway with my arms crossed over my chest.

A few minutes later Siva comes out of the bedroom wearing gray slacks, a tucked in button down white shirt, and a black belt. Impeccable as usual.

He says nothing to me, doesn’t even look at me, as he walks by me and down the steps. I sigh and follow him.

He leads me to the large living room. It’s an imposing space. Two large floor to ceiling windows frame a large fireplace overlooking the cliff and the water below. You can vaguely make out the stone steps leading to the private stretch of beach.

The couch is beige, large, and u-shaped. It dominates the majority of the room. A glass coffee table resides in the open area between the couch. A large grand piano showcases the corner and a huge chandelier sparkles from the middle of the ceiling. In fact, everything seems to sparkle. Even the white hardwood floors sparkle when the light hits them.

Rajas and Lila are on opposite ends of the couch. She’s reading a book and he’s on the phone. Seeing us approach Rajas hangs up.

Rajas opens his arms wide. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

Siva sits down on the couch and I sit beside him. Coldness emanates off of his stiff form.

“How have you two been? I assume the honeymoon was well?” Rajas asks. I see him flick his hand and a moment later a small woman appears with two glasses of lemon ice water. I thank her profusely.

“Good,” replies Siva.

“Fantastic,” I mutter and can’t keep the sarcastic bite from my words. Siva glares at me.

I put my hand on his thigh and rub up and down. I give him an “is this better look”. His eyes remain cool. I give him another look that says, “bite me”.

“That sounds … promising,” says Rajas and brings his amber drink to his lips.

Siva takes his hand in mine.

“We’re great, really. Just a lot of stress at work. I’m working on a deal with Cornwell Enterprises. It’s been draining. Poor Sloane has had to deal with my mood swings.”

“Yes … your famous mood swings. I did offer to get you some help with that,” Rajas says with a smirk. “Dinner?” Rajas points to the dining room. He stands and expects us all to follow. Which we do … like the good little sheep we are.

Siva storms after him and says in steady voice, “I don’t need any help from the man who pushed me through a fucking window! You sick bastard!”

Rajas lips lift.

“Language, Siva,” I whisper under my breath.

“No,” he says to me. “Sloane, do you see that window there? That one.” He takes my shoulders and spins me to a window in the kitchen, which we can see from the dining room. “My father pushed me through that window and left me for dead. He thinks I’m the one who needs help? That is fucking bullshit! I told you he didn’t invite me here to make ‘peace’. He’s still the same self-centered person he always was.” Siva points to my stomach and then back at his father. “You will not be a part of my child’s life. That’s right,” he says when Rajas looks shocked. “Congratulations, Grandpa.”

Siva shakes his head, clenches and unclenches his hands, and finally walks out of the room and out the door. I watch him disappear down the stone steps to the beach.

I look between Rajas and Lila’s shocked faces.

“I … uh … I’m sorry,” I blurt. “I better go find him.” I don’t know why I apologize to them. They don’t deserve any apologies. Rajas had brought Siva’s outburst onto himself.

I slide the glass door open and stride across the immaculate yard. I don’t even stop to admire the infinity pool or cabana like I normally do. The whole house, including the yard, looks like something a celebrity would have. I guess Rajas thinks he is one.

I go down the steps that were chiseled into the natural stone cliff. I’ve always been slightly frightened by them. They’re steep with no railing and very narrow.

I reach the bottom and my feet sink into sand. I look around for Siva’s dark hair and pristine white shirt. I spot him standing at the edge of the water where it comes up and to lap his bare toes. He’s taken the time to roll up his gray pants. His hands are buried in his pockets and his normally slicked back hair hangs in his face. He looks broken.

I come up to him and put my arms around his waist. I lean into him and he relaxes, putting his arm around me, he has no idea how much that simple gesture means to me.

“Sloane,” he says softly and turns to look at me.

“Yes?” I ask.

He shakes his head and looks back out at the water. The sun is beginning to set making the water look orange.

“Sometimes I feel like … like I’m second best.” He hangs his head. “If Devak hadn’t died you would’ve married him and you’d be having his child right now. Not mine.” He puts his hand to my stomach and leaves it there. “Sometimes I think all of this is a dream and I’m going to wake up and you’ll be gone. You won’t be mine.” Tears glisten in his eyes.

“Siva,” I say and my heart breaks for this beautiful man. “You once told me love is hard, painful, and anything but pleasant. I feel that with you. I love you so much it hurts. I didn’t have it with Dev. I loved him, of course, but now… When I look back on our relationship I realize we were more like best friends. He didn’t make my heart speed up like this,” I say and place Siva’s hand over my heart. “He didn’t make my toes curl with a look, he didn’t make me love him and hate him at the same time, and he didn’t leave me breathless. I love you. I’m in love with you. You’re the one I want. You’re the one I choose. You are not second best, Siva, do you hear me? You’re not. Even if … even if Dev hadn’t died I still think we would’ve found each other. You’re my heart and my soul. I fell for you and I fell hard and I’m okay if I never get up.”

He grabs me by the back of my neck and presses his lips forcefully against mine. I curl into his body. He puts his other hand against my waist and holds me close to him.

“Oh, baby,” he says pulling away. “I’m so sorry for the way I acted. I know nothing I ever do will make up for it. I do want this baby and I’ll be the best father I can be. We’re going to be a family and I will love you and our child every second of every day for the rest of my life. I love you,” he murmurs and kisses me again.

Lost in the moment I tangle my fingers in his hair. All my thoughts go out the window. I have my husband back. Nothing else matters.

But then one loud pop! changes it all.
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Siva pulls away from my lips and looks around wildly for the source of the noise. I do too. He spots it before I do.

“Get behind me, Sloane,” he warns softly under his breath.

“What—why?”

I turn to see where Siva is looking.

“I missed,” says a pretty brunette. Her red lips pout as she glares at the offending metal object in her hand. “I certainly hope you’re a better shot,” she adds to the person behind her.

“Alexa—” begins Siva and I gasp. This was the woman I caught trying to put the make on Siva. “Put the gun down. You don’t want to do this.”

She smiles prettily. “Oh, I assure you, I do. I loved you. I wanted you. You’re supposed to be mine!” she screams the last part.

“Alexa,” Siva tries again in a calming tone. Alexa turns and I gasp at the man who appears out of the shadows. “MacAuley,” he growls.

“Mac,” I blurt.

Mac smirks at me. “Hello, tease,” he goads. He too, holds a gun in his hand. “And yes, Alexa, I know how to shoot.”

“Oh, God,” I whimper. We’re alone on the beach with two psychos. The house is too far away for us to make a run for it. Besides that, I really don’t want to get shot in the back. I’d much rather see it coming. Okay, maybe not.

Mac turns to glare at Siva. “You ruined me.”

“You did that yourself,” he says in a grave tone. I put my hand on his arm.

“You took everything from me!” screams Mac. “My job! My life! Everything!”

“I don’t think you want to do this then, MacAuley. If you … hurt us then you really will lose everything. How is being locked up behind bars going to solve anything?” Siva asks him. He’s so calm. I don’t know how he does it. I’m shaking like I’m freezing, but I actually feel like I’m on fire.

Mac turns his head slightly to the side and says, “I don’t plan on making it out of this alive.”

Mac lifts the gun in the air. Siva’s eyes widen in horror.

Mac aims and pulls the trigger.

Pop!

The gun is pointed right at me. 

“Noooooooo!” Siva screams and blocks my body with his. “Ooomph,” he grunts from the impact and falls to his knees. He puts his hand to his abdomen and his fingers come away red.

“Siva?” I breathe. Shock clouds my vision.

Pop!

Pain courses through my thigh. I can’t stand and I fall into the stand. I look up to see Mac aiming the gun at me yet again. But this shot will be fatal. Siva groans.

I put my hand to my womb as if by that simple movement I can protect the child growing inside me. The pain in my leg is throbbing madly and quickly becoming unbearable. I’m surprised by the amount of blood coating the ground.

“Just get it over with, Mac!” screams Alexa.

Mac smiles. “Certainly, my love.”

This is it.

The end.

It isn’t coming softly.

It’s coming with a bang.

A loud resounding pop.

“Get away from her!” screams Siva with a surprising amount of fire and strength to his voice. Mac turns his attention to the new threat. Siva, weakened, somehow finds the strength the wrestle Mac to the ground and try to get the gun from him. Alexa watches fascinated. Her plump red lips are twisted into a smile.

I put my hand to my leg and try to stop the bleeding. Black dots scour my vision.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

I watch both men slump to ground. Blood quickly soaks their clothes and the sand. I don’t know whose it was.

Someone’s screaming.

No, not someone, me.

Alexa, satisfied, turns her attention to me. With her foot she twists Siva’s head from side to side. She clucks her tongue.

“What a shame. We could’ve … had something.” She looks regretfully at Siva’s still body. She strides confidently towards me. My grip on my leg becomes tighter and I grimace in pain. Alexa waves the gun in the air. “You know, Sloane,” she begins looking down at me, “this would’ve never happened if you had let him go. Why couldn’t you let him go!” she screams, clearly unhinged. “He was mine! Mine!” Her brown eyes dart wildly around her. I say nothing. I can’t cry. I can’t beg. “You took what was mine!” Calmly she points the gun at me. “I could kill you and no one would find me. I’d get away with it. The authorities would assume it was him.” She flicks her head to Mac’s still form. “You’ll be lost. No one will remember the dead American girl. You’re nothing. Nothing! You don’t matter and now … you won’t exist.” She puts her finger on the trigger.

I close my eyes and wait.

Pop! Pop!

Slowly, I open my eyes.

Alexa glances down at her abdomen in disbelief. Blood courses from her body. Her dark eyes widen in shock before she falls over.

“Sloane?” asks Siva as he crawls in the sand towards me. His voice is weak. He holds his side and his face is contorted in obvious pain. “Sloane?” he asks again.

I take in the horror scene before me. So much blood. It doesn’t seem real.

A new pain joins the one in my leg. I put my left hand to my right shoulder. Blood. She shot me. But it missed its mark when Siva shot her. Instead of fatally wounding me in the chest she got my shoulder instead.

I sway where I sit. I can’t hold myself up much longer. Siva ceases his movement and slumps on the ground. I can’t tell if he’s breathing or not.

I fall back into the sand. The pain is excruciating. I stare at the darkening sky. At the stars blinking in greeting at me.

Then, all at once, the stars rush at me.

The darkness enfolds me. Swallows me. Absorbs me.

Everything ceases to be.
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Beep. Beep. Beep.

The steady noise invades my mind.

Shuffling.

Voices.

In and out I drift.

Time means nothing. It just exists.

“… out of surgery.”

“Is he okay?”

“Shot three times.”

“Bad …”

“… dead … crazy … how … find … them …?”

I hear the voices. But it doesn’t mean anything to me. I can’t process it. Nothing seems real.

I feel someone’s hand press against my forehead. I try to respond but my body won’t let me. I feel heavy. I can’t move my muscles. I can’t open my eyes.

I can’t.

I can’t.

I can’t.




***




Slowly, feeling creeps back into my body. When it does, I wish it hadn’t. I hurt all over. The heavy numbness had been better than this pain. My eyes flutter. I can still hear the incessant beeping. The noise hurts my head and I squish my eyes tightly together to block out the noise since I’m too weak to lift my hands to my ears.

“Sloanie?” asks a soft voice.

My head hurts. The pain is beyond that of a headache. My stomach hurts too. I blink my eyes open.

“It’s … too … bright …,” I say. Someone closes the blinds.

“Sloanie? How do you feel?”

“I hurt,” I whine like I’m five. I put my hand to my head and hope the spinning will stop.

“I’m sure you do,” says the voice. As my eyes adjust I focus on the person in front of me. “You were shot. How did this happen?” my mom asks. Tears leak out of her eyes and her nose runs. Her eyes are bloodshot so I know she’s been doing an awful lot of crying.

“I’m gonna be sick,” I warn.

My mother thrusts a pan in my hands and holds my hair back. She gently massages my neck.

“How long have I been out?” I ask. I’m not sure I want to know, but I feel like I have.

“A week,” she sighs. “It was touch and go there for a while.” She brushes my hair back from my face. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I whisper. Sorry doesn’t seem good enough, but I don’t know what else to say. I look around the room for the person who I really want to see.

A nurse comes in at that moment. I look wildly in between her and my mom. “Where’s Siva? Where is my husband? Is he … Please tell me he’s okay,” I sob. My head is pounding and with the tears I worry I might be sick again.

“Sloanie,” says my mom in a worried tone.

“Is he okay?” I ask again.

I look up. My mom looks at the nurse. “I’ll be right back,” she says. “I’m going to get the doctor.”

“Mommy?” I cry brokenly when the nurse has left.

“He had to have surgery,” she says, tears shine in her eyes again. “He hasn’t woken up yet. He … it was bad. The doctor says he’ll be fine. This is his body’s way of recovering. He’ll be fine, Sloane,” she assures when I start to cry even harder.

“I love him so much. I can’t lose him. I can’t—” A new thought occurs to me. I look desperately at my mom. “The baby,” I breathe.

“The baby’s fine,” says a new voice. I look up at Dr. Fletcher. “The womb is quite amazing.”

I put my hand to my stomach and breathe a sigh of relief. The baby is fine.

“How do you feel?” asks Dr. Fletcher.

“Like I was shot,” I mumble.

His lips quirk in amusement but he does a good job of quickly hiding it. “Well, that’s understandable.” He comes to stand by my right side and my mom moves to the bottom of the bed. “Let me check your shoulder,” he says. With the help of the doctor and the nurse they ease me into a sitting position. The doctor lowers the gown off of my shoulder and then removes the bandages. He pokes and prods the tender area. “It appears to be healing well. This one was a graze. Let me check your leg,” he says and puts the bandage back in place. He lifts the sheet off my leg and takes the bandage off the wound on my thigh. My eyes widen and I have to look away from the gruesome sight. I can clearly see the bullet hole and the skin around it is an angry red.

“You’re going to have to use crutches or a wheel chair for a while,” he warns.

“Great,” I murmur sarcastically. I had to use crutches in middle school. The whole experience had sucked and I’m not looking forward to doing it again. But at least I’m alive, and my baby’s okay, that’s all that matters. I can’t bring myself to think about what’ll happen if Siva doesn’t wake up.

“Rest up,” says the doctor. He nods to the nurse. She inserts something into the IV. Cold hits my veins and I’m out like a light.




***




Days later I wake up again.

“Siva?” I ask before even I open my eyes.

“Nope it’s me,” says a voice. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Lyndi?” I ask opening my eyes. She smiles and puts a magazine down.

“Yeah, your poor mom was dead on her feet. I sent her back to your place to get some sleep.”

“Thank you,” I tell her. My mother was probably ready to collapse. I know this whole ordeal has to be hurting her.

“No problem,” says Lyndi. She grabs my hand. “We’ve been so worried.”

“We have,” says another voice. Coming into the room is Nate with two cups of coffee. He hands one to Lyndi and kisses her on the lips.

“What are you doing here?” I ask in surprise.

He smiles. “I was there when your mom got the call. I thought she was going to have a heart attack so I came for moral support.” He flushes and looks at Lyndi. I’m pretty sure there’s another reason he came.

“Well, thank you,” I say. I look between the two. “Do you know … what happened to Mac and Alexa?”

Lyndi sighs and tucks a long piece of red hair behind her ear. “Mac is dead and Alexa is in police custody. They’re saying she’s going to take the insanity plea.”

I close my eyes. “Why did they do this?” I breathe.

“They’re both crazy,” mutters Lyndi. “Thank God you’re alive though. I don’t know what I would do without my best friend.” Her lower lip trembles.

“You’d be fine,” I tell her with a small smile.

“Never.” She smiles and tears glimmers in her eyes.

“I want to see Siva,” I plead softly.

Lyndi nods. “I figured.”

She looks at Nate and he disappears, a minute later he returns with a wheelchair and a nurse. The nurse helps me into the wheelchair and fixes my IV and bag for transport. Lyndi knows the way so she steers me down the hallway and the nurse leaves. Nate walks behind us. I take in my surroundings. My room is located in the recovery wing but Siva’s room is in intensive care.

Lyndi stops outside his door and I take a deep breath.

“Ready?” she asks.

“Yes,” I breathe. She opens the door and wheels me inside. I refuse to look at him yet. I know when I do my heart will tear in two.

“I’ll be outside the door. Call for me when you’re ready to leave,” she whispers in my ear as she put the brakes on the wheelchair and positions me beside my husband.

I hear her leave.

“Oh, Siva,” I sigh, when I finally look at him. His caramel colored skin is pale and waxy. He’s hooked up to a ventilator and his chest rises and falls. His eyes are closed and his hair lays dark against his forehead. He looks dead but I know he’s not and thank God for that.

I take his hand in my mine. It’s cold and clammy.

“Siva,” I breathe and tears fall. “Why did this have to happen? I love you. Please don’t leave me. Please,” I beg. I lay my head against the mattress and keep his hand in mine.

I cry and I beg for hours until Lyndi finally comes in and removes me. I don’t want to leave and I scream at her to leave me. A nurse comes and shoots something into my IV. I hear her say something about, “Trauma. It’s best to keep them sedated,” and then the faces and the noises disappear.
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“Ready?” asks my mom.

I close my eyes. “No.”

“It’s time to go home,” she says in a soft coaxing voice.

“No,” I repeat. “Not without him.” I shake my head back and forth. They can’t make me go. I won’t leave him. He might wake up while I’m gone.

“Sloanie, you have to go home.”

“Mom, please don’t make me go,” I cry and grab her hand.

My mom sighs. “Sloane,” she says sternly. “I am taking you home. I’ll bring you back tomorrow.”

“But … but what if he wakes up? I need to be here,” I plead with her to understand.

My mom sighs again. “Jacob is here. He says he’s staying the night. I’ll bring you back in the morning. You’ll do him no good if you’re exhausted and strung out. The best thing you can do for yourself and him is rest.” Her tone brooks no room for argument so I finally let her wheel me out of the hospital and into the taxi. I still pout the entire time.

The taxi drops us off at the front of the building and my mom wheels me inside, into the elevator, and up into the apartment.

For some reason I’m surprised to see everything is the same. I’ve been gone from home for so long I expected everything to be different. But of course it isn’t. It’s all the same.

“You can’t go up and down steps yet,” my mom warns and breaks me out of my thoughts, “so I fixed up the downstairs bedroom for you.”

“Thanks,” I say and squeeze her hand. “For everything. Really. I’m sorry for how I acted. I hate … I hate to leave him,” I whisper.

“I know,” she says in understanding. “When your dad was in the hospital with cancer … I didn’t want to be away from him,” she sniffles. “I thought every breath would be his last.”

“You’re not helping,” I mumble.

“Sorry,” she sighs and grabs a tissue to dab at her eyes. “Where do you want to get fixed?” she asks. “Are you tired? Do you want to go to bed? Get on the couch?”

“No,” I say. “Can you set me up in the family room? I’m so sick of lying in a bed.”

“Of course,” she says.

Once I’m fixed on the couch with some reality show on to distract my mind she goes off to the kitchen to make us dinner. I don’t bother to tell her I’m not hungry. I know she needs to do something. These past two weeks have been hard on her. It’s easier to push aside my own pain and focus on hers. I can be strong for her but I can’t be strong for myself.

She brings dinner into the family room. She sits down beside me and becomes absorbed in the show. I try to eat, I really do, but after three bites I can’t force anymore into my stomach.

I put the plate of food down on the coffee table. My mom gives me a sad look. “It’s okay. I know you’re trying.” She puts her own plate of food down beside mine. “Here,” she says, turning me so my back is to her. “Remember this?” she asks as she massages my scalp.

“Yeah,” I hum. “This always relaxes and puts me to sleep.”

“You always loved this. You liked for me to play with your hair. I think you could have sat for hours and let me play with your hair,” she reminisces. “And now you’ll have your own little one to do this with.”

I smile fondly. “If it’s a girl. I don’t think my son would want me playing with his hair.”

She laughs and then stills. “Oh, Sloanie, when I think about how close it came to losing you, Siva, and now my grandchild—” she chokes up. “I’m so happy you’re okay. I know Siva will be too,” she adds. “I’ve been praying.”

“Thank you,” I say and pat her knee.

She continues massaging my scalp and before long I fall asleep on the couch.




***




“Mom! Come on! Let’s go!” I yell up the stairs. In the past few hours I’ve gotten the knack for wheeling myself around. I still frequently bump into furniture but at least I can get around on my own somewhat. It isn’t fun being a twenty-four-year-old and having your mom help you to the bathroom.

“I’m coming,” she says and I finally hear her feet on the steps.

The recovery wing is mostly empty when we got there. I breathe a sigh of relief, yet again, that Siva has finally been moved from the ICU. My mom wheels me into the room. Jacob is still there and I’m so thankful he stayed.

“Hey, how are you feeling?” he asks me.

“Better. Has there been any change?”

“No, not this morning,” he says sadly. He stands and grabs his stuff. “I’ll see you later.” He squeezes my hand and leaves the room.

I turn to my mom. “Go do something. You’ll be bored. I’m fine,” I say when I see her begin to protest. “Please, Mom. I want to be alone with him.”

“Okay,” she agrees softly. “Call me when you’re ready to come home.”

I nod and watch her leave. I turn my attentions to my husband. At least he isn’t on a ventilator anymore. I watch as his chest rises and falls on its own. I take his hand in mine. It’s slightly warmer than it has been. His color is getting better too and his lips are no longer white. His long dark lashes flutter against his cheekbones as if he’s dreaming. I hold my breath in bated anticipation but his violet eyes never open. My shoulders slump in defeat.

“Please wake up, baby,” I beg. “You can do it. Please.”

Nothing. I sigh.

His fingers twitch in mine. I hold my breath. He’ll wake up soon. He will. I have to be patient.

I close my eyes and hold both his hands in mine. I strike up a one-way conversation. Time continues to pass and like clockwork I make it back to the same thing I say every day, “I miss you, Siva. I’m so scared. I don’t want to lose you. I need you. Our baby needs you. You were so brave but so stupid,” I cry. “Taking that gun from him. But … I guess you saved both of our lives. All three of our lives. The baby’s fine, Siva. We’re going to be a family. You can’t leave us. I love you and this baby needs to know its daddy.”

“The … baby’s … fine?” croaks a voice.

Startled, I look up.

“Oh, Siva,” I sob.

“Don’t … cry…” he chokes. His other hand pulls some hairs from my face so he can see me better.

“Babe, don’t move,” I plead. “You’re still hurt.”

“I’m … fine … maybe a little … thirsty,” he croaks.

“I’ll get you some water,” I say and then realize I’m in the wheelchair. I laugh lightly. “Okay, maybe I’ll get someone else to get it.”

I push the call button and a moment later a nurse appears. “Look who’s up! I’ll get the doctor.” She turns to leave.

“And some water please,” I add.

“Certainly,” she says, looking back over her shoulder.

I turn back to my husband. “I love you,” I sob. “I’ve been so scared.”

“I’m here,” he says, “I’m fine.”

“I can’t lose you, Siva. I can’t,” I cry brokenly.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he vows.

The nurse returns with a Styrofoam cup of water and Dr. Fletcher comes in behind her. Apparently Dr. Fletcher can do it all. He was there for sick calls, the baby, and he had even performed Siva’s surgery. He’s a miracle worker.

Dr. Fletcher goes down a list of questions to which Siva answers. Siva was shot twice in the abdomen and once in his arm. I don’t know how he’s still alive. It’s a miracle. The doctor leaves and Siva and I are alone once more.

“You took a bullet for me,” I murmur.

“I love you, Sloane. I wasn’t going to let him hurt you. But he did anyway,” he sighs, looking at my wounds.

“You shouldn’t have done it,” I say, shaking my head. “He could’ve killed you.”

Siva looks at me and tears glisten in his eyes. “Better me than you and the baby,” he says and gently places his hand against the tiny bulge in my stomach. “I couldn’t let him take my family. You mean everything to me. You and this baby. I’m so sorry I didn’t act that way at first. My behavior is … unforgivable.” He frowns and I watch the scar slashing through his lip move. He’s so handsome it hurts me sometimes. Even confined to a hospital bed he’s perfect.

“We didn’t plan this,” I say softly.

He shakes his head back and forth. “That doesn’t matter. This baby is a blessing and I’m sorry I treated otherwise. Can you ever forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” I said and softly kiss him.

My mom comes in some time later. “Sloane, I told you to call me,” she reprimands me.

“Sorry, Mom,” I say.

“Sorry, Tammi,” adds Siva with a grin.

“Oh, my God!” she cries and burst into tears.

I look back at Siva. His violet eyes widen in shock. He hadn’t been expecting that kind of reaction from my mother. I hadn’t either.

“You’re okay,” she breathes. “You’re both going to be okay.”

And we will be.

One day at a time. 
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Five months later




The baby’s room is decorated and ready. The walls are purple and the crib is white. The bedding a pale lavender. Siva and I painted the room ourselves; I added some white bunnies frolicking on the walls, and he put all the furniture together. I sat and read the directions to him while he pieced them together. We had laughed when several things hadn’t turned out right, like the carrier and swing. But Siva was stubborn and he wanted to do this himself so with a patience he most often did not have he took them apart and rebuilt them. This time the right way.

Looking around the nursery I can’t believe in four short weeks our daughter will be here. I rest my hands against my stomach and smile blissfully.

We had several complications throughout my pregnancy due to the trauma my body sustained from the gunshots. But I held on and now we’re in the clear. The baby is fine and I’m fine.

Siva has been crazy, well crazier than usual, fussing over me and our unborn daughter. I’m surprised he hasn’t shut down yet. He hardly seems to sleep. Apparently he thinks I’ll go into labor while I sleep and not wake up. I told him he was silly and it doesn’t work like that. I’m pretty sure you can’t sleep through active labor, but he refuses to believe me.

I sit down in the rocker and envision my daughter in my arms. I can’t wait to hold her. I stride over to the crib and place my hands on the iron rails. The crib is off white and vintage looking. It’s perfect. I pick up a pale purple blanket that smells like a baby despite there not actually being one yet. My fingers skim over the soft purple and gray bedding. She’ll be here soon.

I venture to the changing table, which had been my destination when I first came in here, and grab the diaper bag. I pull out a couple of onesies, diapers, blankets, and a going home outfit. Dr. Fletcher said the baby could come at any time. He figures she’ll come early but now he’s breathing a sigh of relief, as are Siva and I, because now an early birth is not a danger for our little one.

I zip up the diaper bag and carry it into our bedroom. I place it next to my suitcase. I’m being extra cautious in having everything ready. I know when I go into labor Siva will go into a tizzy. I want to make this as easy on him as possible. He has been great the past couple of months, despite us both having to do physical therapy and the worry over the baby.

I putter down the steps, okay more like I waddle, and lovingly stroking the squirming baby inside me with a smile on my face.

“Hey, beautiful,” Siva says and pulls me in for a kiss. He then puts his hands on my stomach and bends to kiss it to. “And hello to my new beauty,” he adds. The baby kicks his hand and he grins.

“Hello, Sloane. I hope you’re well,” Rajas clears his throat.

“I’m great,” I smile, glowing. Not even being around Rajas can bring me down from my pregnancy high. “Just ready to not be fat anymore.” I laugh.

“You’re not fat,” scolds Siva and he kisses me again. “You’re pregnant with my child and you’re beautiful.”

I lightly punch his stomach. “What are you making? Mommy and baby are hungry.”

He laughs. “Roast with vegetables.”

“Have I told you how much I love you?”

He grins. “Not enough.”

“I love you.” I smile.

“I love you too,” he says and kisses me again despite his father’s presence. After the … incident Rajas made a complete turn around. I think he realized how close he came to losing all his children and knew he didn’t want to miss out. He becomes gooey-eyed whenever he talks about the arrival of his granddaughter. Lila hardly speaks. She strikes me as the, go-with-the-flow, type of person. So basically she’ll do whatever Rajas tells her.

“I’m glad you could join us,” I say to Rajas when I finally disentangle myself from my husband.

“Well you never know how much time you may have left. I’m happy my son has … embraced me.” Rajas takes a sip of wine.

Siva had been reluctant to come around to his father. He had been shocked, to say the least, when Rajas showed up at the hospital when he learned Siva was awake. Siva was scared to let his father in and I don’t blame him. Sometimes you become sick of trying and you decide the pain isn’t worth it. But I think the idea of becoming a father himself mellowed Siva to the idea of mending his relationship with his father. I know he hates the idea of our daughter ever looking at him the way he looked at his own. He’s trying and that’s what matters. I love him even more for it. He even plays the piano now. The baby always kicks merrily when he does. I think she might grow up to be a dancer, or maybe she’s telling me she wants to play piano like her daddy.

Siva sections off pieces of the roast and places them on everyone’s plates. Starving, I dig into mine as I walk to the dining table. Siva laughs behind me. I shoot him a dirty look as I plop my fat ass into a seat. Rajas, Lila, and Siva take their seats. I’m already a quarter of the way through my plate.

We finish dinner and Lila helps me wash the dishes while Rajas and Siva speak.

My stomach is hurting and my back is killing me. I can’t wait to run a hot tub of water and relax into its warm depths. Being on my feet all day isn’t as easy now with me so big.

“I’m happy they’re working things out,” says Lila as she dries a plate. Her pale blond hair is pulled back from her face.

“Me too,” I admit. “I hate seeing Siva hurt.”

“I … I hated him for quite awhile after he pushed Siva through the window. He begged me to stay with him,” she reveals softly.

I swallow. “It’s in the past.”

I hate thinking about Siva going through a window. It isn’t like I had been there but I had seen what it had done to him. The physical and emotional damage.

“I want you to know I’m sorry.”

“Lila,” I begin, “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”

“I know,” she sighs and bites her lip.

“Lila,” I say suddenly, in a strained voice.

“What?” she asks, looking at my pale face.

I squeeze the countertop between my fingers. “Get … Siva…” I grind between my teeth.

Her blue eyes widen. “Siva!” I hear her call as she runs from the kitchen. “Something’s wrong with Sloane.”

Great, now she’s going to give him a heart attack. That’s just what my husband needs.

Siva comes running into the kitchen. He takes my hand from the countertop and puts it in his.

“Sloane?” he inquires, bending down to my level. “What’s wrong? Tell me.”

“The baby’s coming,” I hiss between my teeth.

“Now?” he asks shocked. “Like, now now?”

“Yes now!” I snap looking down at the floor now covered in liquid.

“Shit! Fuck! Damn it!” he yells.

I smile despite the pain. “Language, Siva. We have a baby coming, you’re going to have to learn to hold your tongue. We can’t have our daughter speaking like you.”

“Bags? Keys?” he asks, looking around frantically and patting his pockets like he might find them there.

“Bedroom. Foyer,” I answer him.

He takes off upstairs.

“What’s going on?” asks Rajas appearing in the doorway.

“She’s having the baby,” Lila answers him so I don’t have to.

“Now?” asks Rajas. Siva and his father are so much alike sometimes it’s hysterical. Neither one wants to readily admit it, though.

“Yes, now,” I snap like I did with Siva.

Siva comes thundering down the steps with the suitcase and diaper bag. “Keys, keys, keys,” he keeps chanting to himself.

I hear the front door open and close.

“Fuck!” he cries coming back inside. “I forgot the wife part.”

I laugh despite my pain. He comes running into the kitchen and grabs my hand. Rajas and Lila follow behind. “Bags, keys, wife. Am I missing anything?” he asks.

“We’re good,” I tell him.

“We’ll follow you to the hospital,” says Rajas.

“Okay,” Siva agrees. He’s already starting to sweat bullets. If he thinks this is bad, he’ll just have to wait and see.




***




I’m hooked up to all kinds of monitors and Siva is sitting in the chair with his long legs bouncing up and down in nervous anticipation.

“Don’t forget to call my mom,” I warn him.

“Shit,” he mutters and pulled out his cell phone.

“Language, Siva,” I scold with a roll of my eyes.

“Sorry,” he mumbles. I think this is the first time he has ever apologized for his use of foul language.

He rings my mom and by some miracle she answers. I have no clue what time it is there. He tells her the baby is coming and he’ll call the airport and get her a plane. I can hear her freaking out but I’m in too much pain to comfort her. I’m stubborn and plan to do this the all-natural way much to Siva’s chagrin. He says my pain causes him pain. I don’t want to be drugged. After being shot … well … I’ve had enough drugs to last me a lifetime.

The doctor returns and checks me.

“It’s time to push, Sloane,” he announces.

The doctor and nurses get everything set up and hand Siva a pair of scrubs.

“You make scrubs look hot,” I joke.

He smiles. “You’re having our baby, Sloane. Stop making jokes.” He puts his forehead to mine.

“Let’s do this,” says the doctor. I look at Siva and grip his hand. “Push. Push. Push.”

I push with all I have. I want to see my little girl.

“Almost there. One more push.”

I look at Siva. His violet eyes reflect the same fear mine hold and then the fear is gone replaced by awe and joy.

“It’s a girl,” announces Dr. Fletcher, holding up the screaming, squirming child. She’s beautiful and she’s ours.

I burst into uncontrollable tears. “I love you,” I sob into Siva’s shoulder.

“I love you too,” he says and kisses me. “So much.”

The nurse places my daughter in my arms. A tear leaks out of the corner of her eye. She has a head full of black hair like her daddy and his eyes.

Those violet eyes blink owlishly at me from the face of my daughter. 

“We did this,” says Siva. “We created this,” he gently rubs her hat covered head. “What are we going to name her? We never talked about names,” he says.

I look at our daughter, who is looking up at us with those wide eyes, “Violet,” I blurt. It feels right. It feels like her. It feels like us.

Siva looks at me and then back down at our daughter. “It’s perfect.”




***




“Let me see my granddaughter,” says Rajas, barging into the room the next morning. I’m so very tired but happier than I have ever been.

Siva is in the corner holding the tiny squirming bundle in his arms as he sings to her softly. Rajas walks over to Siva and places his hand on his granddaughter’s head. Lila smiles.

“She’s beautiful,” Lila and Rajas say simultaneously.

“Thank you,” I reply.

Siva reluctantly hands the baby to his father.

“What’s her name?” asks Rajas.

“Violet,” answers Siva. “Violet Saia Kapur.”

Rajas smiles and tears moisten his dark eyes but he doesn’t let them spill over.

Siva comes over and squeezes my hand. “I’ll be right back,” he says and kisses me.

I watch Rajas hold my daughter. His dark eyes no longer seem evil. He’s … happy. I’m glad he finally made peace.

“Violet,” he croons. “What a beautiful violet you are,” he sing-songs.

I smile.

“You have your grandma Isla’s eyes. Your daddy’s too. Oh, you’re going to be so spoiled,” he tells her.

“Let me hold her,” begs Lila.

Rajas hands his wife the baby. Violet lets out a tiny baby sigh.

Siva comes back in pushing a wheelchair with someone else behind him. “The grandmas are here!”

I smile at Isla, whom Siva pushes into the room, and then I see my own mother behind him.

“You’re here!” I exclaim.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be here for the birth,” she says. My mom had planned to fly up two weeks from now and stay until the baby came.

Siva laughs. “Well, Violet had other plans for us. She’s like her parents. She has to make a statement.”

“Ooh! Let me see her,” my mom says, already reaching for the baby. Lila hands her the baby.

“Isn’t she perfect, Tammi?” asks Siva, the proud father already. I dread the day she starts to date.

“Look at all her hair,” breathes my mom. “She’s so beautiful. I swear there’s never been a more beautiful baby. Sorry, Sloane,” she says over her shoulder.

I laugh. “It’s fine. I agree completely with you. Plus, I was an ugly baby.”

My mom chuckles. “No you were beautiful. But this little one … She’s…”

“I know,” I sigh dreamily. “I can’t believe she’s mine.”

Siva smiles and kisses me and then goes over to his mother. He bends so he’s at her level. “Mum? Do you want to meet your granddaughter?” She nods her head. “Would you like to hold her?” he asks. She holds out her hands. Siva smiles and takes Violet from my mom. He places our daughter gently in Isla’s arms but keeps his grip on the baby too. She’s much too frail to hold the squirming bundle on her own.

“Beautiful,” says Isla. I’m surprised to hear her voice. It’s soft sounding, like her appearance. It suits her.

“Thank you, Mum,” says Siva and he kisses her cheek. Isla smiles.

Isla begins to sing to the baby. It isn’t the haunting song she sang the first time I met her but instead a soft sounding lullaby.

I watch my husband tear up. “She used to sing that to us when we were babies.”



I look around at my family. At Rajas and Lila. My mom. Lastly, Siva, Isla, and our baby Violet. I have everything I ever want or need right in this room. I can’t get any happier.





[image: ]

Three years later

The bed is cold. I trail my fingers over to Siva’s side but my fingers only meet emptiness. I sit up in bed and look around.

I rub my eyes and yawn. Faintly, I hear the soft playing of the piano. I smile and stretch. I stand and grab my robe, pulling it around me. It’s always chilly when I climb out of the warm bed. It’s still dark outside. I look at the clock and see it’s three in the morning.

I pad softly down the steps so as not to startle him.

His back is to me as he softly plays the piano and sings under his breath. I smile. I love watching him play.

“Hey,” I say. “Come back to bed?”

He turns and smiles. My heart lifts. I love this man so much.

“Hush,” he says to the squirming bundle in his arms. “Hush, little one. It’s only in the quiet we can hear the sounds.”

I come over to him and put my head on his shoulder. “Hey, little man,” I say, looking down at my son. His golden eyes blink at me. “You need to go to sleep,” I plead and pat his cheek.

“I heard Devaj crying,” says Siva.

I shake my head at my husband. “You can’t pick Dev up every time he squeaks.”

“I hate for him to cry,” he mumbles.

I kiss his cheek. “You’re such a softy. Who would’ve guessed?”

He chuckles and Devaj lets out a cry. “Hush,” croons Siva in a soothing tone.

“Mummy? Daddy?” says a voice behind me.

“Hey sweetie,” I say. “Come here my big girl.” I lift Violet into my arms. Her large violet eyes blink at me and her long wavy black hair hangs down her back.

“I heard the piano,” she says, “and Daddy singing.”

“I’m sorry I woke you up, flower,” says Siva.

“It’s okay, Daddy. I love it when you sing,” she admits shyly.

“Do you want me to sing you back to sleep?” he asks.

She nods her sleepy head. I set her down and take baby Devaj from Siva. “I’ll get him back to sleep,” I tell him and give him a kiss.

“Ewww,” says Violet, wrinkling her nose.

Siva laughs and scoops her up. “Come on, my flower. You need to go back to bed.”

She giggles as he carries her back up the steps.

I laugh to myself and venture into the kitchen where I warm a bottle. Dev has hardly sucked down half of the bottle before he’s asleep. His plump lips are pouted. He’s so cute. I kiss his forehead and carry him back upstairs and to his room. I place him in his crib and watch him sleep. Siva comes in and kisses my neck, wrapping his arms around me from behind.

“Violet’s asleep,” he whispers.

I lean back against him. His presence is so reassuring.

“I love you,” I breathe.

“Scars and all?” he asks.

“Scars and all.”

I turn into his arms, he kisses me, and I’m home. 
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It was strange but exciting to go back and rewrite this story. I fell even more in love with Siva and Sloane. It was exciting too, seeing how much I’ve grown as a writer but how even then my voice was there. 

A big thank you to my friends for keeping me sane Barbara, Sara, Wendi, Kellen, Regina, Shawna—gah, I love you all so freaking much. This writing community has brought so many amazing women into my life. You guys rock.

Emily—you’ve been my friend/sister for years now. I honestly feel like you’ve been a part of my life forever. I can’t thank you enough for crafting the most brilliant and perfect cover for Siva and Sloane. Every time I look at it I smile because it’s so them.

Thank you to the readers who’ve been with me to the start and the ones who might have just discovered me. It’s your kind words and encouragement that keep me motivated. I can’t wait to share more stories with you. 
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Hi. I’m Micalea. Ma-call-e-uh. Weird name, I know. My mom must’ve known I was going to be odd even in the womb. I’ve written a lot of books. Like a lot. Don’t ask me how many, I don’t remember at this point. I have an unhealthy addiction to Diet Coke but I can’t seem to break the habit. I listen to way too much music and hedgehogs have taken over my life. Crazy is the word that best sums up my life, but it’s the good kind of crazy and I wouldn’t change it for anything.




Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/MicaleaSmeltzerfanpage/

Join the facebook fan group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/370997336425131/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/micaleasmeltzer

Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/micaleasmeltzer/

Instagram: @micaleasmeltzer

Snapchat: micaleasmeltzer
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